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‘Poetry is of course not to be defined by its uses . . . 
It may effect revolutions in sensibility such as are peri¬ 
odically needed; may help to break up the conventional 
modes of perception and valuation which are perpetually 
forming, and make people see the world afresh, or some 
new part of it. It may make us from time to time a little 
more aware of the deeper, unnamed feelings which form 
the substratum of our being, to which we rarely penetrate; 
for our lives are mostly a constant evasion of ourselves, and 
an evasion of the visible and sensible world. But to say 
all this is only to say what you know already, if you have 
felt poetry and thought about your feelings.’ 


T. S. Eliot. The Use of Poetry 
and the Use of Criticism 




PREFACE 


‘Criticism must always profess an end in view, which, 
roughly speaking, appears to be the elucidation of works of 
art.’ This is Eliot’s own definition of the function of criticism, 
in his essay with that title; and it is one with which most 
people would agree. The elucidation centres in and radiates 
from a search for design, in every meaning of that word. 
All art springs from the impulse to impose pattern upon ex¬ 
perience. Poetry, using the medium of language, seeks to give 
a living verbal substance and outline to the unorganized feel¬ 
ings, perceptions, ideas and sensations afloat in the personal 
consciousness of the poet. But any attempt at the elucidation 
of this process of metamorphosis by which shapeless, untidy, 
vagrant consciousness becomes what Yeats calls ‘proud, living, 
unwasted words,’ brings with it the further awareness that 
‘a style, a rhythm, to be significant, must embody a significant 
mind.’ Any exploration of the techniques of poetry is inex¬ 
tricably intermingled with the exploration of another element 
in design, ‘the figure in the carpet,’ and the attempt to elucidate 
that. What is the poet designating in his pattern of words? 
How is his_ mind, through his own particular style and 
rhythm, making us ‘See the world afresh, or some new part 
of it’? What designs upon us does he have? How is he modelling! 
his medium of communication so that through his own pat¬ 
terned sensibility and understanding our own shall be awakened 
and shaped? 

The elucidation of works of art, then, becomes an effort 
at the interpretations of these inter-related patterns. The critic 
or teacher or reader is fully aware that his search for ‘mean¬ 
ing,’ and his own expression of a poem’s ‘meaning’ exists in a 
very restricted and very different order of being from that of 
the work of art itself, which remains proud, living and un¬ 
wasteful in its assertion of its own vitality. But just as the crea¬ 
tion of poetry is the result of a compulsion towards expression 
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and communication, so a similar compulsion visits its readers. 
Eliot himself admits the presence of what he calls this ‘restless 
demon’ and its drive. 

Our impulse to interpret a work of art (by ‘work 
of art’ I mean here rather the work of one artist as a 
whole) is exactly as imperative and fundamental as our 
impulse to interpret the universe by metaphysics . . . 
and Bradley’s apothegm that ‘metaphysics is the find¬ 
ing of bad reasons for what we believe upon instinct; 
but to find these reasons is no less an instinct’; applies 
as precisely to the interpretation of poetry. . . r^To 
interpret then, or to seek to pounce upon the secret,, to 
elucidate the pattern and pluck out the mystery, of a 
poet’s work, is ‘no less an instinct.’ Nor is the effort al¬ 
together Vain; for as the study of philosophy, and 
indeed the surrendering ourselves ... to some system 
of our own or of someone else, is as needful part of a 
man’s life as falling in love or making any contract, 
so is it necessary to surrender ourselves to some inter¬ 
pretation of the poetry we likeT) 

This passage is from Eliot’s preface to The Wheel of Fire by 
G. Wilson Knight, a book which explores Shakespeare’s poetic 
symbols and imagery. Any critic of Eliot’s poetry inevitably 
sets out on a similar exploration. I have found what is, to 
me, an interesting parallel in symbolic content between the 
progression of dream symbols described by Jung as arising 
during what he calls ‘the integration of the personality’ (and 
which he relates to the history of myth), and some of those 
appearing in Eliot’s poetry during the course of its develop¬ 
ment. 1 But this is not a book about rival schools of psychology 
and anthropology. I have very little knowledge of either, and 
am in no way qualified to judge them. Moreover any approach 
to poetry through psychology seems to me to be blocked very 

1 My interest in this was first aroused by an article on The Archetypal 
Imagery of T. S. Eliot by Genevieve W. Foster in PMLA., Vol. 60 
[1945], 567-585. 
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early. Psychology can suggest a good deal about the uncon¬ 
scious forces at work behind the conception of art, but it has 
limitations which make it a very poor critical instrument. It 
cannot touch the work of art itself, and it cannot distinguish be¬ 
tween good art and bad. The mere presence of certain images 
in poetry, therefore, though it may be of psychological interest, 
has nothing to do with its vitality. The life of poetry springs 
from the inter-relationships of words in a formal pattern. It is 
from an exploration of those that elucidation must start. 

But these inter-relationships are more than usually com¬ 
plex in the poetry of Eliot. An analysis of them requires us to 
‘break up conventional modes of perception and valuation/ 
and an exploration of them soon leads us to those ‘deeper, 
unnamed feelings which form the substratum of our being, to 
which we rarely penetrate.’ So that both new insights and a 
new way of arriving at insights are included in Eliot’s designs. 
There is, to alter Wordsworth’s image, a film of unfamiliarity 
in the reader’s eye which must be dispersed before he can see 
what the poetry is doing. 

A large body of criticism already exists dealing with the 
sources of his literary allusions, with various aspects of his 
symbolic method, and with the elucidation of certain individual 
poems. To this I am deeply indebted. There has, however, been 
no attempt to write of the body of the poetry as a process of 
growth, as an ‘integration of the personality.’ The particular 
purpose of this book is to do that, and to help the general 
reader, and the student, to a fuller enjoyment of the individual 
poems by analysis and discussion. Any such analyses must be 
open to attack. All interpretation must be personal and partial, 
and as Marianne Moore said: ‘Expanded explanation tends 
to spoil the lion’s leap.’ But any newcomer to the critics of 
Eliot is in good company as he yields to that ‘restless demon’ 
with its ‘imperative and fundamental impulse.’ And we may 
add another simple statement by Eliot himself: ‘Out- talki ng 
ab out poetry is -a-patt ^f, an fiatensien r>f nnr experiftncftoTS^ 
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CHAPTER I 

The Mythical Vision 


iiiiiiiimiiiiiiiiiiiiiuiMiiiiiimiiiiiifiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiimHiiiiiifiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiimiiiiiitiiiiiiMiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiuimiimiiiiiiiiiiitiiiii 

In looking at objects of Nature, I seem rather to be 
seeking, as it were asking for, a symbolical language for 
something within me that already and for ever exists, 
than observing anything new. 

S. T. Coleridge 

‘I hold this book to be the most important expression 
which the present age has found ... In using the myth, 
in manipulating a continuous parallel between contempo¬ 
raneity and antiquity, Mr. Joyce is pursuing a method 
which others must pursue after him. They will not be 
imitators, any more than the scientist who uses the dis¬ 
coveries of an Einstein in pursuing his own, independent, 
further investigations. It is simply a way of controlling, < 
of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the 
immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is con¬ 
temporary history ... It is a method for which the 
horoscope is auspicious. Psychology (such as it is, and 
whether our reaction to it be comic or serious), ethnology 
and The Golden Bough have concurred to make possible 
what was impossible even a few years ago. Inst ead _o T- 
nar rative method, we may now use the mythical m ethod. 
It is, I seriously believe, a step towards making the modern 
world possible for art, towards . . . order and form. And 
only those who have won their own discipline in secret 
and without aid, in a world which offers very little assist¬ 
ance to that end, can be of any use in furthering this 
advance.’ 1 

1 The Dial. November, 1923. 

1 
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The whole tone of this passage from Eliot’s review of 
Ulysses suggests that in it he is not merely commenting on an 
interesting and original work by a fellow literary artist, but 
that there is something in the method of the creation of that 
work which has excited him profoundly; that it contains some 
revelation of wide and deep significance for himself and for 
others. He likens its importance to that of the most revolution¬ 
ary discoveries in the physical universe, and his mind jumps 
for an analogy to the ancient belief that linked man’s fate with 
the courses of the stars. As an astrologer of old plotted the 
encompassing position of the constellations to discover the 
controlling forces of a particular future, and rejoiced to find 
them favourable, so Eliot sees the happiest future for art under 
the influence of a new controlling factor. He calls this ‘the 
mythical m ethod ’ and he sees it as a way by which the artist 
can give shape and significance to the chaotic m aterial of 
co ntempo rary l ife. He can set the ‘immense panorama of 
futility and anarchy’ in opposition to the pattern of a different 
vision; he can ‘manipulate a parallel’ with the world of myth. 

But the stories of ancient mythology have always been a 
source of inspiration to the literary artist, as their use in every 
age has amply shown. What then does Eliot mean when he 
pays that recent discoveries in anthropology and psychology 
have made the mythical method possible, and that it is the 
jnost important expression the present age has found? 

He means that modern explorations of myth have changed 
completely the conceptions of its origins, its nature and its 
function. Myth_ (the etymological root is the same as that of 
mystery) leads us back to ultimate mysteries, not only the 
mystery of life itself, but of that element in life by which man 
differentiated himself from the rest of the animal creation: 
speech. Mythos meant ‘word,’ and the development of man’s 
use of the term from mythos to epos to logos is itself the 
story of his developing use of language; from the word meaning, 
a symbolic reflection of his earliest consciousness; to the word 
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meaning a structure of events in time; to the word meaning a 
pattern of rational values. 

Modem scholarship now recognizes that myth is no dead 
form, a relic of antiquity, an empty survival. It is true that the 
ancient stories we call ‘myths’ are primitive legends expressing 
man’s first response to his world, but the manner of that re¬ 
sponse springs from a faculty alive in all ages of man’s ex¬ 
istence. The mythical method is the presentation of experience 
j p symbolic form, th <> earliest and gtill the most direct and im- 
mediate fo rm of human expressio n. Long before man developed 
theTpower of logical discourse and intellectual interpretation, 
the material transmitted to his min&thro ugh his s ense s moulded 
jtself into meaning in myth. The outer worlds of physical' 
nature, of human character, action and endeavour, and the 
inner world of his own conscious and unconscious response to 
these things, formed themselves in him, and were in turn 
formed and developed by him into symbolic configurations, „ 
into metaphorical conceptions and expressions. It was the first 
step of primitive man ‘towards order' and form’; the giving of 
imaginative shape and significance to the totality of his ex¬ 
perience. 

And since its aim was to encompass his experience in its 
wholeness, to communicate his sense of the revelation of its 
meaning, pri mitive myth a lw ays creates a pattern ;r> man 

brings himself into significant r elationship with mysteriou s 
force s'outslde the actualities of his daily life. He se nses him- 
self as part of a symBoIic drama exte nding far b e yond hims elf. 
Anthropologists now trace "all the symbolic formulations of 
primitive myth and religion, and of the ritual inseparable from 
them, to the primeval consciousness of a magic or mana potency 
indwelling in the physical •universe and accessible to man, 
though forever evading his practical understanding: 

In the case of any important magic we invariably 
find the story accounting for its existence. Such a story 
tells when and where it entered the possession of man. 
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But it is not the story of its origins. Magic has never 
been made or invented. All magic simply ‘was’ from the 
beginning an essential adjunct of all such things and 
processes as vitally interest man and yet elude his 
normal rational efforts. 2 

Mythj therefore, was the symbolic presentation of primitive 
man’s instinct that his work-a-day-wprld was i nterpen etrated 
with a super-rational or extra;rational activity .in which^h e 
himself could and did share. There was an anonymous source 
of vitality diffused throughout the universe and in himself, 
which he objectified in dramatic symbols and so made opera¬ 
tive in human experience. /His myths were fabulous fictions 
which revealed psychic facts: they were images which intensi¬ 
fied and expanded and gave grandeur of design to his existence. 
Through them he became part of a unity composed of,two 
activities^ Oh the one hand he appeared merely a soci al unit 
in the common round of diurnal enterprise, but he apprehended 
too a symbolic drama where that apparently planless flux of 
being and becoming related itself to changeless patterns of 
creative and destructive forces; patterns of value, existing on 
a different plane of living, and requiring a language of their 
own. 

/He created this symbolic drama in that language, the 
language of myth and ritual , which thus became the heritage 
of the race handed on from generation to generation. Through 
it the individual and the tribe were alike united with the 


indestructible potencies symbolized, and brought into close and 
purposive relation with them. Thus t he fun ction of myth and 
ritual in the prim itive communit y wa s the creation~ of expres¬ 
sive forms which satisfied man’s pri meval need o L-spiritual 
jreassufaHCe~and social stabiiit yJ |The myth vouched for the 
‘magic’ That was alive in the universe, while the ritual asso- 


2 ‘Magief Science & Religion,’ Bronislaw Malinowski, in* Science, Re¬ 
ligion & Reality, edited by Joseph Needham, London. The Sheldon Press, 
1926, p. 69. 
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dated with the sacred tradition defeated the destructive aspects 
of the ‘magic’ and transmitted its beneficent powers into the 
life of the individual and the tribe. The formal rite concen¬ 
trated and channeled the cosmic energies, disposing their 
strength and value directly upon the affairs of men. 

/Modern anthropology sees all religion and all art sprin ging 
and growlng "from tEiiTprimitiye root o f sym bolic transforma-u 
tionJ. JBy'Tiis symbol-making instin ct m ap’s knowledge and 
experience of the outer and i nner world were projected into 
direct sensuous embodi ment, giving them life and outline'^Pd 
meaning^ tu rning fo rce into form. And it was the juxtaposition 
of the ‘shape and significance’ of life given expression in these 
symbolic terms with ‘the immense panorama of futility and 
anarchy which is contemporary history’ in which Eliot saw 
a hope for a new advance towards order and form! 

^ The contribution of psychology to that possibility has been 
to explore behind the results of man’s symbol-making instincts 
and needs, to their source in his own being.(Though psychology 
has come to no verifiable conclusions about the origins or the 
nature of the source, it has done much to clarify both its 
workings and its functions. It has also given it a name and 
called it ‘the unconscious,’ that part of the psyche which Jung 
describes as ‘the eternal ly creative mother of consciousness; 
the never failing source of all art and of all human pro¬ 
ductivity.’ To the psychologist, the ‘magic’ which to the primi¬ 
tive just ‘was’, originates in the unconscious, whence man pro¬ 
jects it upon the external world, endowing physical objects or 
his self-made symbolic figures with properties and behaviour 
from its own reality; giving psychic life from its own energies 
to the objects of its wonder, fear, love, hate, reverence or 
contempt.^ 

^r eud, at^ his seventieth birthday celebration, refused credit 
for the discovery of the unconscious. That, he said, properly 
belonged to the masters of literature, who had always been 
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aware of its presence, its pressures and its powers. Jung would 
agree with him.lfBut the two great psychological pioneers of 
the contemporary world parted company over the questi on 
of the derivation of myth. Though both agree it has its roo t in 
TEte unconscious and the strange phe nomeno n of the drea m 
linage, they ditter radicaiiy in their theories and interpretations 

oOtiI^£e?iir .. 

(To Freud, the scientific positivist, the unconscious contents 
of th e human psyche c o nsist solely of material suppressed by 
the conscious. To him the unconscious is a pathological or 
Infantile activity of the mind and the disguised symbols of 
mythological situation which arise in it mere symptoms of these 
all-prevanrng but basIcaIIy7un|ieartFy ~sugpress]ons.~JIe sees 
all myth, all religion and all art as originating in such sup pr es¬ 
sions !) Moreover, although the resulting symbolic manifesta¬ 
tions are so complex and so varied, their originating cause is 
(simple: ‘the beginnings of religion, ethics, society and art meet 
in the Oedipus complex. ’ 3 He interprets all unconscious drives 
exclusively in sexual and familial terms, and their emergence 
into myth and ritual as illustrating various aspects of the 
ambivalent emotions of love and hate, admiration and fear, 
attraction and repulsion, inherent in the parent-child relation¬ 
ship. ‘In the beginning was the deed,’ 4 the original murder 
(whether in imagination or in actuality) of the primal father, 
springing from the incest motive, and all further developments 
of mythical legend and religious ritual are transpositions and 
releases into acceptable terms of the repressed emotional 
forces occasioned by that ever-recurring central situation in 
the life of the individual. 

V o Tung, however, t his theory very early appeared inad e¬ 
quate) He could not square the tremendous,dynamic effects of 
mythic-religious concepts on man’s hisl4py,' art and be¬ 
haviour with a belief that their symbolic origin was morbid 

* Totem <& Tabu, p. 260 . 

*lbid., p. 268 . 
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or that they derived solely from experience in the single 
individual life.<He felt that such psychic happenings could 
not be explained away in other terms, but must be explained 
as psychic events with an independent nature of their own.i He 
became c onvinced that the symbo ls generatedin dream, irom 
the unconscious sprang^ not only from as. a .disordered 
object Jbut also from_a lev el of his ps ychic activity where his 
faculty.of symbolic transformation made him a self-creating 
subject.) 

/It is clear that s uch a concep tion of the activities of the 
human psyche would be more congeni al to Eliot a s a contribu¬ 
tion to the ‘mythi cal m ethod’ than the theories o f Freud .i In 
his remarks on Ulysses, however, Eliot injects parentheses 
after his mention of psychology—‘(such as it is and whether 
our reaction to it be comic or serious).’ In The Dry Salvages 
he appears to class it with fortune-telling, palmistry and 
astrology as ‘pastimes and drugs.’ He is, however, kinder 
elsewhere: 

Psychology has very great utility in two ways. It 
can revive, and has already to some extent revived, 
truths long since known to Christianity, but mostly 
forgotten and ignored, and it can put them in a form 
and a language understandable by modern people to 
whom the language of Christianity is not only dead 
but undecipherable . . . But I must add that I think 
psychology can do more than this, in discovering more 
about the human soul still; for I do not pretend that 
there is nothing more to know; the possibilities of 
knowledge are practically endless. Psychology is an 
indispensable handmaid to theology; but I think a very 
poor housekeeper. 5 

But in spite of this ‘serious’ reaction to the subject, the core 
of the criticism is in the last sentence, and (it is obvious that 
it was not through psychology that Eliot reached his own 

6 The listener. March 30, 1932. 
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conclusions about the nature of reality. Yet apart from such 
ultimate problems, the development of his poetry contains an 
interesting parallel to some of the materials cited by Jung, 
and a confirmation of his belief that certain archetypal patterns 
of imagery which recur and interfuse in the myths of the 
human race are of great significance in the problem of the 
nature of the symbolizing process, as well as that of the nature 
of life in general .j 

To Jung these archetypal patterns inhabit a psychic ter¬ 
ritory which he has called the ‘c ollective unconscious / an area 
beyond the personal unconscious first defined scientifically by 
Freud, and much vaster. It is not altogether clear in what 
terms Jung regards the collective unconscious. He speaks of it 
sometimes as a working hypothesis; sometimes as a kind of 
mighty metaphor (similar to Yeats’ ‘Great Memory’) which 
images the permanent sameness of man’s deepest psychic pat¬ 
terns. It would surely seem as if it belongs in this category, 
where it could be generally accepted as of very great interest 
and enlightenment in the exploration of all the great recurring 
themes of myth and literature. But Jung, while admitting that 
evidences of it are to be found only in particular individuals, 
seems often to accept it as having universal scope as fact. 

y There is no reason for believing that the psyche, 
with its peculiar structure, is the only thing in the 
world that has no history behind its individual mani¬ 
festations. Even the conscious mind cannot be denied 
a history extending over at least five thousand years. 

It is only individual ego-consciousness that has forever 
a new beginning and an early end. But the unconscious 
psyche is not only immensely old, it ijs also able to grow 
unceasingly into an equally remote future. It forms, 
and is part of, the human species just as much as the 
body, which is also individually ephemeral, yet collec¬ 
tively of immeasurable duration* 

• The Integration of the Personality, p. 25. 
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/just as tradition is the inherited wisdom of the race con¬ 
sciously' expressed, s o Ju ng envisages the collective uncon¬ 
scious as the unconscious inherited wisdom of the raqe^ As 
such he sees it as accounting not only for the striking analogies 
between the themes and patterns of myth in many different 
cultures, but also for the presence of recurring mythological 
and archaic symbols in dreams, even in the dreams of those 
who have no knowledge of the traditional and literary sources 
which perpetuate them J 

lit is to these symbo ls t hat^ Jung has giyen ,the„jiame of • 
archetypes or p rimordia l images, _and he sees them not only as. 
the raw materials from which the myths and religions of_ the 
race have been consciously elaborated, but as constantly 
recurring revelations- oi creative and_d£Sttuctiye potentialities 
in the individual} They appear as symbols in man’s deepest 
inner conflicts, in which his most vital energies are brought into 
play and ‘they become accessible to consciousness only in the 
presence of that degree of self-awareness and power of under¬ 
standing which enables a man to think what he experiences 
instead of just living it blindly.’ 7 In fact, just as tradition is 
meaningless unless its continuity is also a process of continual 
recreation in society and in the individual, so with this racial 
memory. Its images, to be of any value, must be recreated in 
collaboration with the conscious intelligence into a process of 
ordered growth.(Just as the language of my th an d ritual gave 
significan t pattern to tribal tradition an d so satisfied t h<> nogHc 
of tPrim itive man for inner commu nal security? so Jung sees the 
same process accomplished for modern man through the 
conscious adaptation of these symbolic message s from t Ee un¬ 
conscious into richer patterns of Individua l liv ing.V 

(Moreover not only do t hey make him aware of the character 
of, the e terna lly recur ring conflicts to be re solved, but th ey are 
act ual instruments of the resolution j jung not only postulates 
the presence of the racial memory, of these deposits of inherited 

7 Psychological Types, p. 272. 
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psychic experience which in certain circumstances and in cer¬ 
tain temperaments can become stirred and active, butt his 
experience has led him to detect in them not only a peculiarly 
powerful dynamism, but a purposive quality of their awaj At 
the other extreme from Freud’s belief that such dream images 
are relics of primitive and infantile modes of reaction, blocking 
the way to the mature development of the ego, Jung regards 
them as revelations of psychic potentialities, ‘the mighty 
spiritual inheritance of human development, reborn in every 
individual.’ ^Vhen particular circumstances are encountered in 
the life of the individual which bring him into touch with some 
aspect of this universal collective experience, the images ap¬ 
pear, modified by the personal circumstances and sensibilities 
of the dreamer,' but bringing with them always the peculiarly 
stirring and energizing sense of involvement in larger and more 
impersonal forces.) 

Each of these images contains a piece of human psy¬ 
chology and human destiny, a relic of suffering or de¬ 
light that has happened countless times in our ancestral 
story, and on the average follows ever in the same 
course. It is like a deeply graven river-bed in the soul, 
in which the waters of life, that had spread hitherto 
with groping and uncertain course over wide but shal¬ 
low surfaces, suddenly become a mighty river. This 
happens when that particular chain of circumstances 
is encountered which from immemorial time has con¬ 
tributed to the laying down of the primordial image. 
The moment when the mythological situation appears 
is always characterized by a peculiar emotional inten¬ 
sity; it is as though chords in us were touched that 
had never resounded before, or as though forces were 
unloosed, the existence of which we had never dreamed. 8 

lAnd_ to Jung, not only are the forces unloosed, but the 

8 ‘On the Relation of Analytical Psychology to Poetic Art/ Contribu - 
Hons to Analytical Psychology, p. 247. 
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symbols through which they reveal them selves have a_peculiar-. 
ly compelling^power. It is as if the Individual were. .agenUand 
interpreter of somethi ng w hic h is as it were shapi ng him and 
beingjhaped by him i n a reciproca l afljnn Fnr in ihft.iiirpssant 
flux of lively antagonisms and perpetual oppositions which 
sustain the energies of psychic vitality, Jung detects an inner 
ordering principle, a purposive process, as compulsive as that 
of_physical growth itself.^Though he does not pretend to know 
what ‘spirit’ is, he insists on it as a force in its own right. He 
will not accept the ‘spiritual’ as a derivative of sex, even in the 
widest application of that term. ‘The spiritual appears in the 
psyche likewise as a drive, indeed as a true passion. It is no 
derivative of another drive, but the indispensable formative 
power in the world of drives.’ To those who become aware of 
this drive, this true passion, the archetypes and primordial 
images can act in the nature of energy transformers. They 
absorb and resolve the opposing charges on which the pur¬ 
posive use of psychic force depend and the fresh energy thus 
released can be directed towards future development. 

In such cases it is as if the indiv idual were himself caug ht 
ug^into jftgjyorld of myth,.maHe living instead of legendary, 
and with the content of its conscious and unconscious dramatic 
material revealed gradually as a creative process.(And being in 
a „ sense artist too as well a s a character in the dram a, co n¬ 
trolling a s well a s bein g contr dlTed bv~tRe symbolic form s; be^ 
ing able_itQ think wh at he experiences instead of iust livin g it 

in the de§ign.JHe waits for those moments when fabulous fiction 
explodes into psychic fact; when seemingly unrelated and 
ambiguous symbols constellate into pattern; when many- 
faceted ‘meaning’ resolves itself from apparently irreconcilable 
paradox. Thus the material from the conscious and the un¬ 
conscious situation ‘given’ symbolically in the dream image is 
reduced by the conscious formative process to new contours 
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and compounds of thought and action. The mythos of the 
symbol itself is united to the epos of action and to the logos 
of constructive thought. 


(There are as many archetypes as there are figures._§nd 
situations in myth, for to Jung the psyche contains. .alL the 
Images that have ever given rise to myths) He has analyzed a 
great number of them in his own terms of interpretation, 9 but 
there is one particular ‘constellation of primordial i mag es’ to 
which he repeatedly returns in his writings, and w hich he 
regards as the accompaniment of the central psychic adven¬ 
ture of mature human life) He refers to the whole experience 
under the general title of ‘the archetype of transformation’ 
and in non-symbolic language as the process of Individuation 
or the Integration of the Personality, (it is the experience of 
detachment from the world of objective reality as th e cent re 
of existence and the finding of .‘a new dimension’ in which it 
can and must be contemplated and lived..Detachment too from 
the ego as the centre of interest and the discovery of a dif¬ 
ferent centre. As such it involves the process of the death 
of an old life and the birth of a new, the process traced back by 
Frazer and other scholars as the inner meaning of the sym¬ 
bolism of the oldest Fertility rituals, and the basis of their 
development into tragic drama. It is the paradox expressed in 
the pattern of Oedipus Rex) There, in the scene where Oedipus 
begins that exploration of the truth which will shatter his 
whole framework of temporal prosperity, the seer Tiresias 
says: ‘This day shall give you birth and death.’(it appears 
in innumerable forms in myth and legend, and is, of course, 
inseparably intertwined with the whole symbolic content of 
Christianity.)‘Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground 

• See particularly The Psychology of the Unconscious, which contains 
his own theory of the meaning of the ‘Oedipus complex.’ 
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and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much 
fruit’: ‘Except a man be born of water and of the spirit he 
cannot enter into the Kingdom of God’: ‘W hosoev er will save 
hi s li fe shall lose it.’ 

During the process of ‘transformation,’ as observed psycho¬ 
logically by Jung, certain archetypal images regularly occur, 
forming a continuity and interaction of symbols expressing the 
disintegration and death of the old pattern and the gradual 
emergence of a new order. When this has established itself, the 
centre of the personality has been shifted from the ego to a 
hypothetical point of equilibrium between the individual 
consciousness and the collective psyche. Rather confusingly 
Jung calls this point the ‘Self’ and he says it is 

‘Sensed as an indefinable state of being to which 
the ego is neither opposed nor subjected, but is in a 
relation of dependence and around which it revolves, 
very much as the earth rotates about the sun. I use 
the word ‘sensed’ in order to indicate the apperceptive 
character of the relation between the ego and the Self. 

In this relation there is nothing knowable in the intel¬ 
lectual sense, because we can say nothing of the con¬ 
tents of the Self. The ego is the only content of the 
Self that we know. The individuated ego experiences 
the fact that it is object of an unknown and superor- 
dinated subject . . . Visualizations are never more 
than awkward attempts of a fumbling mind to give 
some kind of form to the inexpressible psychological 
facts.’ 10 

Of the whole progression he concludes: ‘As to what these 
processes consist in, I have no theory to offer. One would 
first have to know what the psyche is.’ And he thinks that the 
natural history of the mind is no further advanced today 
than was the natural science of the thirteenth century. 

10 Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, p. 268. 
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(The central experience which informs most of th e p oetry 
of EKotis this same age-old pattern^-symbol ic death-a nd 
birth', lived through as an intense personal experience and 
; accepted as the central truth of a religious faith) The Anglican 
Church to which he belongs has its own historic archetypes 
and rituals, containing in themselves a complete symbolic 
ordering of the theme, and, by abstraction in theology, the 
whole conceptual ordering of the psychic material involved. 
(But Eliot in his poetry does not often use tradit ional Cat holic 
symbolism, jlis ‘transformations’ are all his own in his re living 
of "the inner reality of the myth'. It Is of course obvious that 
without anv hypothesis of a coll ective unconscious,I TTe ^ p ri- 
mordfal’ character of many of his dominating symbols can be 
accounted for very easily by his saturation in literary tradition. 
But the sequence in which the archetypal images arise in the 
course of his poetry, their inter-relationships, and their final 
resolution into the design of Four Quartets, reflects in a strange 
way the succession in the appearance of the symbols which 
Jung has described as the archetype of transformatipn. The 
final development of the images too is in a ‘sensing’ of a pattern 
of vital relationships between the ego and a larger order, which 
arranges itself into the same kind of symbolic design. In this 
design ‘reality’ is felt to inhere, though apprehended only 
through ‘hints and guesses 

This is interesting psychologically, though, if the parallel be 
valid, it is only a confirming of Jung’s hypothesis and not a 
‘discovering more about the human soul still.’ The symbols 


will be discussed more, fully when they begin to emerge in the 
poems themselvesjMeanwhile, to get back t o Eliot’s re iaeat of 
r Ulysses, itjyas riot any speci al symbolic content^ that he wa s 
di scus si ng t here, butjffie myt hical method; myth as illustratin g 
, the direct pre sentat ion of experience in symbolic form . H&jsas 
iemphasizing Joyce’s use o f this to manipulate a parall el be- 
- tween past and pireiaatitrE Hot himself does that specifically in 




THE MYTHICAL VISION 


15 


The Waste Land, but he had been using the method in its gen¬ 
eral meaning long before. The recognition of sensuous symbol¬ 
ism as the richest form of human perception, and its ordering 
into pattern as the basis of poetic technique, had been from the 
beginning his whole theory and practice of poetry.) 



miiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiuiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiuiia 


CHAPTER II 

The Mythical Method 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiriiiiiitiiitiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiittiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiiiiitiiiiiiiiiiiiiiimiiitiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiiillilllH 


The artist, I believe, is more primitive, as well as 
more civilized, than his contemporaries; his experience is 
deeper than civilization, and he only uses the phenomena 
of civilization in expressing it. 

(T. S. Eliot. Review of Tarr by Wyndham 
Lewis. The Egoist, September, 1918 .) 


His language is not, like the language of bad poetry, 
dead. It is very much alive, with this singular life of its 
own. But the language which is more important to us 
\ is that which is struggling to digest and express new 
^objects, new groups of objects, new feelings, new as- 
jpects. . . . 

T. S. Eliot. Swinburne as Poet (1920) 

Eliot wrote at the end of his review of Ulysses that it was 
only those who had won their discipline in secret and without 
aid, in a world which offered very little assistance to that end, 
.who could be of any use in furthering the development of the 
[‘mythical method.’ We cannot doubt that the author of the 
early poems and of the critical essays in The Sacred Wood, 
who had published The Waste Land in the year preceding the 
appearance of Ulysses, knew himself to be one of these.(We 
look, therefore, in his early poetry and criticism for the state¬ 
ment and illustration of the qualities which he regarded as 
the necessary training for his task. 

With the expansion of his own interests and his own prac¬ 
tice, Eliot has modified, or '•developed rather, some of his 
earlier critical dogma.} 
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The poet, when he talks or writes about poetry, has 
peculiar qualifications and peculiar limitations ... I 
can never reread any of my own prose writings without 
acute embarrassment . . . But I believe that the crit¬ 
ical writings of poets . . . owe a great deal of their 
interest to the fact that at the back of the poet’s mind, 
if not as his ostensible purpose, he is always trying to 
defend the kind of poetry he is writing, or to formulate 
the kind that he wants to write. Especially when he is 
young, and actively engaged in battling for the kind 
of poetry which he practises, he sees the poetry of the 
past in relation to his own . . . When he theorizes 
about poetic creation, he is likely to be generalizing 
one type of experience; when he ventures into aes¬ 
thetics, he is likely to be less, rather than more com¬ 
petent than the philosophers; and he may do best to 
report, for the information of the philosophers, the 
data of his own introspection. What he writes about I 
poetry, in short, must be assessed in relation to the' 
poetry he writes. 1 —" 

(.At the outset of his career, however, Eliot was an active 
rebel and revolutionary, and his purpose, in both poetry and 
criticism, was to direct attention towards the particular source^ 
of ^poetic power whose neglect had led, he felt, to a progres¬ 
sive devitalization of the practice of poetic art.)Efe traced this 
not only to the general loss of the sense of tradition, but to 
the specific loss of direct symbolic transformation as a method 
\of perception. The primitive mythmaker, for example, did not 
^analyze or describe in terms of logical discourse, the idea that 
human life is fertilized by forces from the worlds of nature 
and of spirit.' Instead, he embodied his consciousness of that 
truth in the myth of Leda ravished by Zeus in the form of a 
swan. The idea lives through the sensuous embodiment of it 
and in” the sensations aroused by that. From those we abstract 
the ‘thought’ that man is body, a part of the natural world, and 
union with nature is one source of his being; but there is a 

1 The Music of Poetry. Partisan Review. November-December 1942. 



18 T. S. ELIOT: THE DESIGN OF HIS POETRY 


power beyond that of nature, for which, however, he can find 
i an image only in nature. It comes like a great bird in flight 
|from the sky; the inflowing of its vital force is like the act by 
man fertilizes woman. It is violent and joyous, and its 
f pallet is Helen of Troy—beauty inspiring passions which 
hold the seeds of both creation and destruction, love and 


war.) 

5 (TQiat_ method of perceiving inner realities through their 
* refle ction in concrete image, and aH_the disciplines which 
. have^ to accompany its^ translation into language, was what 
Eliot w as in particular ‘battling to recapture’ injthe practice of 
poe try. He. saw the source of power in this symbolic concen¬ 
tration dissipated, and the language" of poetry rendered weak 
and flaccid by the substitution of the ‘nar rative metho d,!? or 
by what he describes elsewhere as ‘rumination.’ He saw poetry 
given over to descripti on, tpdiscussion^to reflection olTtp mere 
decoration, while Ihfijceaders of poetry too became habituated 
to receive their experience of poetry in those ways! They had 
come, to expect explanation instead of revelation} t o ex pect 
a met hod by w hich thought and emotion and sen sation were 


elaborated as separate e ntit ies, each adding its quota to the 
( whole, and related' in a process of extended verbal clarifica¬ 
tion. lEliotwan ted to recapture all the concentration whigh_the 
sym bol bringsaslT result of fhe kind of perception in whic h 
objec t and ‘me a ning^ ynchronTzef and" are Tecogni zed si mul¬ 
taneou sly) A nd no t a single ‘meaning,’ since no symbol can 
ever be pinned down to that^As it.embodies both thought and 
: sensatiorjy so all the potential proliferation of physical life it- 


|self,-and all the relating qualities of thinking, live in it to- 
gether Alt is body and mind in one l iLboth means and i s) It 
jhas ‘shape and significance;’ a sensuous body and a ‘meaning’ 


, which points beyond 
: inward an d outward 


(Tt ynmplpte in its elf and ye t life, 
are not only conta i ned in it. b ut 
i onAlt was to bring back this un ruly 
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form, for which Eliot fought :_to v capture and communicate the 
rich .mythic quality of perception , in the ritual of words. 

For the poet’s medium is language and it is only Through 
words that the quality of his thinking and feeling become 
operative. Here too,/Eliot was intuitively alive to those links! 
with the primitive , which bind the poet to the history of the 
race. Po etry had its origin in rit ual incantation and danced 
We still speak of the spell of poetry, of its magic and enchant-! 
ment, as a metaphorical term, but to our primitive ancestors' 
it was a reality; the word had power over the thing. The ut¬ 
terance of the magic formulas, charged with the potency of 
tradition, released that power into the immediate present. At 
the same time, the formal ceranonimiSt -dance an d chant iso- 
lated the participants^ from the fragmentary mundane, rhythms 
of th eir daily occupation s, opening pathways to the inward and 
secr et rhyt hms of the deeper sources _pf. life. Through the 
active co-operation of the whole body in.the rite, the sense of 
its inter-inanimating forces was intensified; and at the same 
time the harmonizing properties of those forces had their 
counterpart in the ordered response and dramatic decorum of 
tone and gesture,) 

f Of all this the modern poet is left with the rhythm of his 
words alon e^ It is true that the ‘phenomena of civilization,’ the 
immense accretion of his verbal material, lend him powers of 
expression infinitely more complex and subtle, yet the primitiv e 
springs of poetry in sound and movement ar e em phasize d by 
Eliot iu-The Music of Poetry, ‘I know that a poem, or a pas¬ 
sage in a poem, may tend to realize itself first as a particular 
rhythm before it reaches expression in words, and that this 
rhythm may bring to birth the idea and the image; and I do 
not believe that this is an experience peculiar to myself.’ Or 
again his remarks on the ‘auditory imagination’ illustrate very 
well the wealth of significance that he feels to be alive fit'-the 
whole aural element of the poet’s art. 
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l s j What I call the ‘auditory imagination’ is the feeling 
i' for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far Below tie 
conscious levels of thought and feeling, invigorating 
every word; sinking to the most primitive and forgot¬ 
ten, returning to the origin and bringing something 
^ back, seeking the beginning and the end. ft wo rks 
through meanings, certainly, or not without meanings 
in the ordinary sense, and fuses the old and obliterated 
and the tri te, the current, and the new and surprising, 
the most ancient and the most civilized mentality. 2 


The keyword in that passage, is^that the auditory imagina¬ 
tion fuses t and as we have seen,(it is the experience of fusion, of 
, division and multiplicity reduced to unity, which is the essence 
1 of the symbolic or mythical method of grasping experience. The 
ratio nal an d the extra-rational, the old and the new, the primi^ 
tive and the civilized/; thought, and feeling, intuition and sensa¬ 
tion, blend and are communicated in poetry through the con¬ 
trol and manipulation of language} In his essay on Tradition 
ancT tke Individual Talent Eliot gives some account of the 
poetic process. The poet’s mind, he says, is ‘a receptacle for 
seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, 
which remain there until all the particles which can unite to 
form a new compound are present together.’ Their convergence 
is unconscious and cannot be commanded; there must be ‘a 
passive attending upon the event.’'From the moment of ‘event,’ 
however, the process turns into active venture, and the poet’s 
whole attention isTocussed on the means of his communication), 
on the further fusion of the materials into a pattern of words. 
And here again it is the third stage in the process of concen¬ 
tration which is the heart of the matter: it is {the intensity of 
the artistic process, the pressur e, so to speak , under wh ich the 
f usio n ta kes pla ce, th at ^pnntsJ^Ehis involves Jfrightful 
aj ftd % pro longed manipulation nf the materials,* whic h is alto-_ 

4 The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, pp. 118-9. 
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gether conscious and deliberate?, ‘probably indeed, the larger 
part of the labour of an author in composing his work is critical 
labo ur; the labour of sifting,'~ combining, constructing* ex¬ 
punging, correcting, testing.’ £ 7 

Speaking of the ‘exaggerated repute’ of Kubla Khan, Eliot 
points out that this is the process which has there been omitted. 


The imagery of that fragment, certainly, whatever 
its origin in Coleridge’s reading, sank to the depths of 
Coleridge’s feeling, was saturated, transformed there— 
‘those are pearls that were his eyes’—and brought up 
into daylight again. But it is not used : the poem has 
f not been written . . .• Organisation is necessary as 
\ well as ‘inspiration.* 4 

r" 

Organisation is a forbidding word on the face of it, yet its 
implications are very wide and rich. It links life with order, 
bringing the useful reminder that all life is order, and that hi. 
every field it is a matter of relationships and reconciliations. 
\A poem is an organism,^ composed of living parts separate in 
function_yet mutu ally dependent; where everything is used 
and fused, tits force springs from the process of interpenetra- 
tjon, which is its organisation^ That is its ‘technique,’ but as 
Eliot says: ‘we cannot say \vhere technique begins and ends.’ 
Matter and manner are a new body-mind indivisibility. A 
process of collision and collusion takes place, by which the* 
‘ part icles’ coh ere to form a new whole. The fragmentary expe¬ 
riences of f eeling and thinkin g.which are those of life and read¬ 
ing take on_a differ ent kind of vitality and value, that of a 
Jiefcm It is a process in which obscure, confused and dispersed 
features and members take on a unique and living form and 
are held together in a single field of force: a process by which 

i 

•The Function of Criticism ,’;Selected Essays, p. 30. 

4 The Use of Poetry and fh£$se of Criticism, p. 146. 






22 T. S . ELIOT: THE DESIGN OF HIS POETRY 

^he flesh is made word, impersonalized in the passionate pre¬ 
occupation of ‘turning blood into ink,’ and materialized again 
;into a new concentration of outline and energy; given a new 
body. 


fThe emphasis which Eliot’s theory and practice lays on the 
impersonality of art, on the disciplines necessary to it, and on 
the absorption of the ‘idea’ into the sensuous embodiment of 
image and rhythm,' reveals at once how alien he felt his ow n 
position t o be from any ideaLnf .poetry. which would describe 
it as either a ‘spontaneous over-flow of powerful feelings! or 
as_a7criticism of life,? The Romantic and .Victorian models, 
which were the popular ones in England and America when he 
began to write, gave him no help whatever: ‘I do not think it 
is too sweeping to say that there was no poet, in either country, 
who could have been of use to a beginner in 1908. The only 
recourse was to poetry of another age and to poetry of another 
language.’ 8 

*(It was to the Jacobean dramatists and the^French nineteenth 
century Symbolists.that Elio t turn ed for the kinds of perception 
and the techniques .of, expressing them akin to his own creative 
instin cts. There he found what he was seeking. Tlie Symbolists 
held as the central doctrine of their poetic creed that poetry 
must transmute life into a new incarnation, of image, and 
rhythm. T he Ja cobean dramatists did it more instinctively It 
was their natural way of writing; they were inheritors of a 
wealth of fresh consciousness where life and language had 
been renewed together and mated in spontaneou^feour^ But in 
both the appeal was to mind through sense. In both, too, the 
♦ interes twpsdramatig r \in contrast to the reflective and descrip¬ 
tive modes of the^eighteenth and nineteenth cent uries, an d, to 
that of the subjective lyfic. The Jacobeans were using the full 

8 Poetry. Sept. 1946. 
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dramatic form.^ but the Symbolists were dramatic in the sens* 
in^which Eliot’s own early poetry is dramatic. The material i£ 
fully objectified and. does not attempt to reflect the ‘personal¬ 
ity’ of the poe|;) and it is a poetry of ironic contrasts and oppo¬ 
sitions, where connectives ,are„not ‘written out’ in the narrative 
method. Instead, the figures, symbols and rhythms are held 
together by the tension of their inter-relationships, which again 
are indivisible. In the Jacobeans and Symbolists too, Eliot re-» 
discovered the use of the full resources of language itself in 
poetic practice, bringing back that fusion of the simple word 
and the speech rhythm with all that is most rich and complex 
and surprising, which again had been lost to poetry for so longp 
Eliot’s turning to the past for his initial stimulus is an illus¬ 
tration of another element in his poetry which is an inseparable 
part of his own particular kind of symbolic transformation. 
( There is no othet._P.oet who to the same extent, or in the sane 
way, has used the work of other writers as an integral part_of 
his owri^He quotes with delight Ben Tonson’s remark that one 
of the requisites of the poet, or maker, is Imitation, to be able 
to convert the substance,.-or-jiches.of another poet, tOL.his.ojm 
use.’(It is an aspect ol thfijvhole subject of . tradition, as well 
as of that of the process of transformation, for Eliot’s uses, of, 
allusion, adaptation and quotation server double purpose! 
T hey ar e an.illustration of. the possession, of the ‘histojjcal 
sense’ whi ch ‘involves a per cep tion, not o nly of the pastness of 
{he p ast, but of its pre sence ; (and) compels a m an to write 
not merely with his own g eneration in hi s bones. bu Twfih a 
feeling that the whole of the^ literature of Europe^!rom Homer 
antT within l t the~ whole oft he literature of his own country lias 
a simu ltaneoua-existfinee. and composes a simultane ous orde r.’3 
This rather tall order reminds us of Eliot’s agreement with 
Matthew Arnold that the Romantic poets ‘did not know 
enough,’" and his support of Dr. Johnson’s criticism of the 
* ‘Tradition-and the Individual Talent,’ Selected Essays, p. 14. 
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Metaphysicals that ‘to write oa their plan it was at least neces¬ 
sary to read and think.’"—' ' 

(Even if we did not have the whole body of Eliot’s criticism 
to prove his yery wide-reading, his absorption of material from 
it .intojns poetry would prove it.> But it is not of course the 
presence of the material which is important, but the uses he 
makes of it. It does not only mark his sense of the continuity* 
between past and present and between the individual writer 
and all other writers, but is again part of the process of the 
fusion of disparate materials into a recreation. The writers of 
earlier ages, who have become at one and the same time both 
past and timeless, become a fresh component in a new composi¬ 
tion and set up new reverberations in a new context. It may be 
the whole spirit and outlook of other writers, who, at various 
periods in his development, fuse jrith his own consciousness 
and ‘thence a new Concoction take.’ The influences .of Lafo rg ue 
in his early work, of Baudelaire, Pascal, and of course most of 
"affjDante^in his later, are. illustrations of this.-Or the effect 
may be stylistic, as with his love of Bishop Andrewes; or allu- 
' sions and quotations mayjslay the part of independent symbols^, 
elements of the design of relationships, which serve as support, 
i or ironic contrast* or (as in ‘those are pearls that were his eyes’ 
in The Waste Land) as statements of theme, i But they are 
never ‘imita t ion ’ in the common sense of the word; they be- 
~come. revelations which are at the same time revaluations. 

; Ma terial from the past is amalgamated into the poem, becomes 
5 partjoTlls^'organization’ and issues in a metamorphosis, j 


But to see Eliot at work in actual production of the kind of 
poetry for which he was battling, let us take a poem first 
'published in 1916, at a time when the public taste in England 
was for the ‘Georgian’ qualities of clear e xposition, ea sy se nti- 
. ment- and the skillful, melod ious ca dences of th e Tennvsonian 
v tradition.! " 
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MR. APOLLINAX 

SI rfj<; KaivoTTjTo<;, 'Hpdic\ei<; } tt)? TrapaSo^oX.o^ta?, 
evfxrtxavos avdpam&t. 

Lucian 

When Mr. Apollinax visited the United States 
His laughter tinkled among the teacups. 

I thought of Fragilion, that shy figure among the 
birch-trees, 

And of Priapus in the shrubbery 
Gaping at the lady in the swing. 

In the palace of Mrs. Phlaccus, at Professor Channing- 
Cheetah’s 

He laughed like an irresponsible foetus. 

His laughter was submarine and profound 
Like the old man of the sea’s 
Hidden under coral islands 

Where worried bodies of drowned men drift down in 
the green silence, 

Dropping from fingers of surf. 

I looked for the head of Mr. Apollinax rolling under a 
chair 

Or grinning over a screen 
With seaweed in its hair. 

I heard the beat of centaur’s hoofs over the hard turf 
As his dry and passionate talk devoured the afternoon. 
‘He is a charming man’—‘But after all what did he 
mean?’— 

‘His pointed ears ... He must be unbalanced,’— 
‘There was something he said that I might have chal¬ 
lenged.’ 

Of dowager Mrs. Phlaccus, and Professor and Mrs. 
Cheetah 

I remember a slice of lemon, and a bitten macaroon. 


/ One of the qualities for whic h Elio t ha s praised the Meta¬ 
phy sicals is the .‘alliance of levity and seriousness’^ in their, 
poetry . It is a qua lity which 


_ _ _ from his own 1 

qRlk^ where J iis jm lyJus-concentrated intellectual brilliance. 
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ij becomes steadil y more serious and sardoni c.'! But, in this poem 
!> there is an agreeable mixture of grave and gay in his ironic 
< scrutiny J The tone is set in the epigraph: 7 ‘What a novelty 1 
' O Hercules, What a wonder! Man is a crafty creature of many 
wiles.’frhe main impressionjjrovoke d by Mr. A po llinax i s that 
of the comol eaLand.contradictory.reactions.he excites:-ButlSe 
poet is not c once rned with explaining this effect directly^ He 
does not deal with Mr. Apollinax as, for instance, Pope deals 
with Atticus, listing his attributes in an orderly sequence and 
coming to a savagely neat epigrammatic conclusion. Butfthig 
is a satiric character^ s ketch too , though the t raits of Mr. 
Apollin ax~a re~hot distilled into couplets which are marshalle d 
in a logi cal argument of condensed satiric observation) The y 
emerge obliquely and by implication, and in dramatic contrast 

S >se of his environment, which is evoked too, and satirized, 
l^emotional and social criticism inhere in the s vmb ols^but 
.become explicit^. 

Who Mr. Apollinax is does not matter. Some European man 
of letters, presumably, who is being lionized by the same social 
circle in which Mr. Prufrock and the Lady move. (His name, 
with its hint of a synthesis of Apollo and Apollyon, suggests, 
that mixture of the vital and the devilish which pervades hisj 
portrait. ‘His laughter tinkled among the teacups’ is his intro-: 
duction, and it is the vibrations which the poet senses in the 
scene which are the subject matter of the poem.; Those pro¬ 
duced in Mr. Apollinax’s hosts are given in the fragments of 
conversation at the end of the poem. They too respond to the 
challenge of his personality with amazement, but it is only the 
externals of his talk and his appearance which affect them, and 
they dismiss him, secure in their own unpunctured superiority 
and self-esteem. The poet in his turn dismisses his hosts and 
their environment, with laughter certainly, but the humour is 
wry. For the purposes of the poem, they represent the United 

T There may be more significance than that of tone, but I have not 
been able to identify the passage in Lucian from which it is taken. 
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States, but included in the irony is all that is implied in those 
two words used uncapitalized to represent any wholeness of 
living. Their degree of inanity and inanition is suggested by 
the quality of their remarks, and by the details which the poet 
smuggles in as illustrations of the civilization they represent. 
The dowager entertains her academic guests in a ‘palace’ but 
the aristocracy is that of wealth only, and the names carry 
hints of flaccidity, pretentiousness and humbug. The scene is a 
tea-party, but the quality and quantity of the social, intellec¬ 
tual and emotional refreshment provided by the dowager and 
the professor and his wife is all in the poet’s acid comment: 
‘I remember a slice of lemon and a bitten macaroon.’ 

Yet at the same time even the vapid observations these 
people make- 

‘He is a charming man’—‘But after all what did he 
mean?’ 

‘His pointed ears ... He must be unbalanced,’— 

express in their own insipid way something complex and baffling 
about Mr. Apollinax which the poet feels too and for which he 
must find the appropriate verbal medium. That medium must 
be a sensuous embodiment of the material, so the laughter and 
talk of Mr. Apollinax—and he is defined purely in terms of 
his laughter and talk—is communicated to us entirely through 
their impact on the senses; by the pictures we see, the sounds 
we hear, the associations they arouse, and the rhythms through 
which they reach us. 

What has registered to one of the ladies as his pointed ears, 
has already affected the poet, listening to his tinkling laughter, 
as a memory of the delicate but lascivious flavor of a picture in 
the manner of Fragonard’s The Swing. The addition of Priapus, 
the lewd garden god, ‘gaping’ in the shrubbery, emphasizes the 
sexual element felt strongly in Mr. Apollinax, but that element 
has been subdued to a stylized convention. In the present set¬ 
ting however his laughter takes on a different quality: 
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In the palace of Mrs. Phlaccus, at Professor Channing- 
Cheetah’s 

He laughed like an irresponsible foetus. 

The impudent rhyme brings the desiccated, flaccid, utra- 
respectable society figures into sharp collision with something 
utterly different in quality, though as inhuman in its way as its 
opposite. The ironic laughter is timeless and bodiless and all 
pervasive, existing before birth and after death. It is a detached 
and irrepressible vital force, and in one way it is refreshing 
and surprising to feel it, ‘unbalanced’—rolling around and peer¬ 
ing over the screen these inhibited and hidebound figures put 
between themselves and reality. 

I looked for the head of Mr. Apollinax rolling under 
a chair 

Or grinning over a screen 

With seaweed in its hair. 

But the laughter also has an element of irresponsibility and 
insensitivity. Mr. Apollinax’s hosts are also insensitive in their 
way. They lack entirely what Henry James describes as ‘the 
tendency of the artist to vibrate’; they are flat, dull, doughy in 
their self-complacent egotism. But the egotism betrayed by Mr. 
ApoIIinax’s laughter and talk, while again it is very compelling 
in its sheer primitive power, has something horrible in its all- 
devouring assertiveness. His laughter is ‘submarine and pro-/ 
found,’ but it suggests the incarnation of the ocean into thaf 
sinister mythical figure, the old man of the sea, and there is 
no ‘levity’ in the lines where Eliot pictures him laughing, / 

Hidden trader coral islands 1 

Where worried bodies of drowned men drift down in 
the green silence, 

Dropping from fingers of surf. 

The ‘worried’ here carries its etymological origin of strangled 
or torn. Suddenly the hands holding the teacup and the maca¬ 
roon turn into the fingers of surf and the clutches of the old 
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man of the sea; and though we are back again in a moment in 
the tone of light mockery, the ‘vibration’ has been felt. 

The same hint of something repellent in its insensitive drive 
is in the description of his talk. There the common cliche of 
‘riding roughshod’ over others, and suggested in the Professor’s 
belated regret: ‘There was something he said I might have 
challenged,’ becomes: 

I heard the beat of centaur’s hoofs over the hard turf 

As his dry and passionate talk devoured the afternoon. 

This evokes a wonderful contrast between academic timidity 
and conventional torpor and the swift racing vitality of the f 
centaur. It also illustrates the blending and condensing of 
suggestions in a single image, of which Eliot is such a master. 
Mr. Apollinax eating his tea and appropriating all the conver¬ 
sation; the sound of his voice; and the quality of his person¬ 
ality which comes through the talk. It is full of vitality, but 
again it is an assertive, unrefreshing, greedy vitality which the 
image creates. 

The poem thus translates into images and sensations every¬ 
thing the poet wants to convey about the actual scene and all 
the vibrations it sets up in the way of emotional and intellectual 
responses. But it is much more than mere brilliant impression¬ 
istic notation. It has a complex structure of interweaving dra¬ 
matic oppositions running all through its deceptively erratic 
course. The stuffy Cambridge drawing-room is seen in turn 1 
against the atmosphere of a sylvan eighteenth century paint-! 
ing; against an emblem of the life-principle; against a mytho¬ 
logical embodiment of the destructive forces of the ocean, and 
"another of the blended vigour of man and beast. But another 
contrast is that between the sensibility of the poet, as illus¬ 
trated in his rich field of associations, and the savourless prosaic 
remarks of his hosts; and yet another is in the conflicting 
aspects of Mr. Apollinax himself. Finally the darting, diverse 
nature of the whole" experience is emphasized not only by the 
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quality of the images themselves, but by the irregular metre 
pnd rhyme scheme, and by the intermingling of the general 
light conversational tone with the sad lingering music of the 
lines telling of the drowned men, and the swift energy of those 
evoking the dominating beat of the centaur’s hoofs. 

('’The poem is something in the nature of an exercise in tech¬ 
nique, and it is a good illustration of the disciplines which 
Eliot had been practicing in secret and which were to be the 
bases of all his later development: the union of idea, emotion 
and sensation in the symbol and image; the mastery of rhyth¬ 
mic variation; the dramatic structure of antithesis; the expan¬ 
sion of the surface of the occasion into a symbolic pattern of 
wider issues; and the economy and concentration with which 
that pattern is projected.) 

In the preface to the 1928 edition of The Sacred Wood, Eliot 
says that the problem which is central to the essays is that of 
‘the integrity of poetry’—poetry considered primarily as poetic 
art and not as anything else. fThe cause for which he was bat¬ 
tling in 1920 was that assertion; that poetry is not ‘self- 
expression,’ but the making of a new integration which is inde¬ 
pendent of the life of the poet. That was where the emphasis 
of his criticism then fell. In the eight years that had passed 
since the first publication he found that his emphasis had 
shifted, and that something had happened to his mind which 
was ‘not so much a change or reversal of opinion, as an expan¬ 
sion and development of interests.’ He had passed on to another 
, critical problem, ‘that of the relation of poetry to the spiritual 
and social life of its time and of other times.’ A great part of 
any criticism of Eliot’s own poetry is necessarily taken up 
with these later interests^ but it is right to emphasize at the 
star t that it is his techniques as an artist which are the means 
through which the ends in social and spiritual revelation are 
attained. The conclusion of the poetry is an illumination of life, 
but it is the principles and practice of the artist which are, as he 
*>says, ‘logically, as well as chronologically, the beginning/) 
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CHAPTER III 

Early Poems 1909-1920 
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All creativeness in the realm of the spirit . . . arises 
from a state of mental suffering, and it is spiritual stag¬ 
nation, psychic sterility, which causes this state. 

C. Jung. Psychotherapists or the Clergy? 

I N HIS essay on Dante, Eliot confesses that he found it 
difficult at first to accept the end of the Purgatorio and 
the whole of the Paradiso because of a prejudice ‘that 
poetry not only must be found through suffering but can find 
its materials only in suffering.’ Elsewhere he speaks of ‘the 
struggle—which alone constitutes life for the poet—to trans*- 
mute his personal and private agonies into something rich and 
strange, something universal and impersonal.’ He does riot 
mention that the poet’s personal and private joys can be treated 
in the same way, and indeed(jn t he wh ole of--Eliot’s poetry, 
'suffe ring plays a ver y much, larger, naif-tha n iov .UHell and 
purgatory are familiar territories to him; release from them 
fleeting and infrequent, won only by unrelenting self-disciplin^ 
‘a draining of the soul as severe and ascetic as the training of 
the body of a runner’; the comfort in the pain only that ‘the 
souls in purgatory suffer because they wish to suffer, for 
purgation.^ ijhe main distinction in most of his poetry is not 
between suffering and joy but between two kinds of suffering: 
the p assive and thfi actiy e. He sees the choice for civilized man 
as between the pain of spiritual stagnation and psychic sterility 
or the pain of the willing surrender to purgation, to the heavy 
toil of spiritual rebirth and growth) , 

l VThe early poems show i£s ‘the immense panorama of futility 1 

‘- 
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and anarchy which is contemporary history,’ and the condition 
of the poet as a part of it. For he differs from others in the 
same environment only in his awareness of his plight. From 
these poems it is clear that it was not only the technical dis¬ 
ciplines of the Jacobean dramatists and of the French Symbol¬ 
ists which attracted Eliot to those poets. He shares too their 
spiritual colouring^ an attitude of disgust at the quality of the 
.civilization.in w hich th ey find themselves, and an added self¬ 
disgust. There is a sense of imprisonment in an empty, ugly 
rand alien society, and the impossibility of escape from it. The 
poet can do nothing but escape into his poetry. There he can 
examine his situation, objectify and dramatize it. He can create 
in patterned language the moods of ironic and cynical repul¬ 
sion, of unromantic disillusionment and of nervous intensity 
which mirror his predicament. He can transmute its welter of v 
triviality and horror into a wealth of related symbolic detail.! 

^There are two backgrounds in the earliest poems—those 
contained in Prufrock and Other Observations (1917); the 
social environment of the poet’s own class, and the plebeian. 

: In some we'are in the drawing-rooms of a society ‘refined 
beyond the point of civilization,’ among the teacups and the 
cakes and the coffee spoons, or tete-a-tete with a lady in a 
[Setting of flowers or candle-light, with the conversation slipping 
|‘among velleities and carefully caught regrets,’ and embarrass- 
’ ing overtures towards intimacy{ We have glimpses of the solid 
older generation reading The Boston Evening Transcript, and 
living and dying imperturbed among their servants and dogs 
and parrots, and of the younger generation at home or abroad, 
being ‘modern’ and sophisticated. At the other extreme there 
, is the impact on the senses of all the ugliness and squalor of 
\ the common urban scene; the sight of the ‘broken blinds and 
> chimney pbts,’ of vacant lots with their grimy scraps of news¬ 
paper, of sunless dry geraniums, of hands raising dingy shades 
' in furnished rooms; the sounds of rattling plates in basement 
kitchens, of sparrows in the gutters, of insistent feet pressing 
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the sawdust-trampled street. Above all there are the smells; 
of steak in passageways, of stale beer, of cocktails and ciga¬ 
rettes, of dusty paper flowers, of females in shuttered rooms. 

But it is apparent at once that the outward scene never 
exists for its own sake, that the world which is being created 
from these sensory impressions and concrete objects is a world 
of emotional realities. The outward scene exists as a set of 
symbols, ‘a thousand sordid images/ through which the imag¬ 
ination senses the quality of a civilization not of an environ¬ 
ment. The music, ‘dying with a dying fall’ in the drawing¬ 
rooms, is no longer the food of love, but of death. That evening 
which is ‘spread out against the sky/Like a patient etherised 
upon a table/ is no placid, peaceful city sunset. It fills the 
imagination with thoughts of disease and helplessness; of the 
ether which is not the breath of the spirit, but the deadener 
of consciousness and volition; of the contrast between the wide 
stretches of the sky and the vigour and vitality of man reduced 
to the living death of anaesthesia. ‘The burnt-out ends of 
smoky days’ are not the city dusk but the twilight of an epoch; 
‘the yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window panes/ 
the dinginess, the stale smells, are the creeping, choking atmos¬ 
phere of a spiritual miasma; the ‘crowd of twisted things/ the 
‘broken spring in the factory yard,/Rust that clings to the 
form that the strength has left’ are emblems of moral, not 
material disintegration; the ‘one-night cheap hotels’ are not a 
reminder of the transient life of a great city, but of the home¬ 
lessness of the human soul. 

And so with the figjjjres which move about in this world. It 
is their states of mind and not their social status which matters: 
attitudes not actualities. Brahmin or p lebei an backgrounds 
make no difference; a common blight afflicts them both, a com¬ 
mon impoverishment of vitality, a common lack of meaning. 
These people either live by the ‘formulated phrases’ of social 
and religious faiths which arejunreal arid devitalized^-dry and 
sapless as a ‘twisted branch upon the beach’; or their lives are 



34 T. S. ELIOT: THE DESIGN OfHlS POETRY 

purely materialistic^ or they are conscious to a lesser or greater 
degree of their isolation and rootlessness, their insecurity and 
sterility. The ‘lonely men in shirtsleeves leaning out* of win¬ 
dows,’ the ‘damp souls of housemaids, sprouting despondently 
./at area gates,’ ‘the aimless smiles of the passersby,’ are all 
expressions of the negative helplessness enveloping this world. 
Those more conscious or more sensitive are the victims of a 
more positive torment. They agonize, like Mr. Prufrock, over 
their own vacillations, timidities and frustrations; or lie sleep¬ 
less, with souls ‘stretched tight across the sky ... Or tram¬ 
pled by insistent feet’; or feel ‘the last twist of the knife’ in 
the realization that the dreary routine of living is as much a 
nightmare as the distortions and disintegrations of ‘a lunar 
synthesis’ in which ‘the floors of memory’ have been dissolved. 

y The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock, written in 1910-11, 
is the richest of these poems, and illustrates very fully the in¬ 
sights which are particularly characteristic of Eliot’s new vision 
and the disciplines through which he presented it. Mr. Prufrock 
is at the opposite extreme from Mr. Apollinax as a ‘personal¬ 
ity pattern.’ He would indeed be helplessly envious of Mr. 
Apollinax’s uninhibited self-assertion as he ‘devoured the aft¬ 
ernoon,’ and of his unrestrained vitality as he ‘laughed like 
an irresponsible foetus.’ Fori Mr. Prufrock is an unromantic 
and unprincely Hamlet in a ‘tragical-comical-historical’ urban 
drama where ‘Denmark’s a prison’—the prison of a divided 
self in the tortures of neurotic conflict. His ‘love song,’ as the 
epigraph implies, will never be uttered outside the inferno of 
; his own mind, and the ‘you and I’ of his soliloquy are the 
impulses within him ijo murder and create’ or ‘to be or not 
to be,’ concluding neither in suicide nor in the release of chosen 
actipn,but|ft the death-in-life of the abdication of the will, 
o' As in Mt. Apollinax, the method of plantation is that of 
.dramatic opposition, but here it is expanded and subtleized 
and demands more literary background and imaginative agility 
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on the part of the reader \ The social environment in which' 
Mr. Prufrock is ‘drowned’ is as inane and stifling and self- 
satisfied 'as that which Mr. Apollinax dominates so easily, and 
it is evoked witte the same brilliant sensuous embodiment in 
image, word antrrhythm. But it is the ‘universe’ of Mr. Pruf¬ 
rock himself which is the centre of interest. And in creating 
Jthat, Eliot is already expanding the possibilities of the ‘myth¬ 
ical method’ as a way of ordering and controlling his material. 
Mr. Prufrock’s retreat into the world of despairing introspec¬ 
tive day-dream, and his mingled self-pity and self-disgust, 
are not only brought home to us through the images of the 
tortuous streets and the fog-cat, the pictures of his life as 
measured out with coffee spoons, and the symbols of his 
terror of social and sexual failure. The shrunken universe of 
his own nature and will is set beside a series of suggestions 
and allusions which take us to worlds of action and expression 
Iwhich are very different. John the Baptist, Lazarus, Hesiod’s 
Works and Days, Michelangelo and Shakespeare all ‘disturb’ 
Mr. Prufrock’s pitifully enclosed universe. Most of all, the 
sustained parallel with the concepts of time and space and 
love in Marvell’s To His Coy Mistress provides a melody 
in counterpoint to his own ‘dying fall.’ They haunt his own 
dickerings with his ‘world’ and ‘time,’ and mock ironically his 
own impotence to ‘force the moment to its crisis.’ 

Finally his psychological plight reveals itself in the iden¬ 
tification of both the positive and negative elements of his 
conflict with images of the sea, primordial symbol of both 
creation and destruction. At the end of the poem, he hears 
the mermaids singing and has a vision of them 

riding seaward on the waves 

Combing the white hair of the waves blown back 

When the wind blows the water white and black. 

SK 

That glimpse of a life-rhythm where living creatures delight* 
spontaneously in their natural environment, mastering it and 
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being carried along with its vital energies, is what Mr. 
Prufrock’s ‘I’ yearns for and will never achieve. All that his 
‘we’ has done is to capitulate: 

We have lingered in the chambers of thfe sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown. 

He has withdrawn into passive day-dream, where the ‘arms 
that are braceleted and white and bare’ caress and crown him 
as he lies catlike ‘smoothed by long fingers’/in a peaceful 
sleep. \The inevitable future awakening will be only to suf¬ 
focate in the human scene, again a part of the living death 
of the patient on the operating table. 

His outburst in the middle of the poem where he accepts the 
hopelessness of struggle suggests the same compulsive infantile 
and primitive craving: 

{ I should have been a pair of ragged claws 
l Scuttling across the floors of silent seast 

!Here on one level, the claws suggest the longing fo r uncom ¬ 
plicated anj mal existence. They can clutch their pr^y^and 
make off with it, without' any preface of 'Do I dare?’ or ‘Shall 
I say?’ They, like the mermaids, are at home and free in the 
‘silent seas’ and can scuttle as they desire. But at the same 
.{time, tliey cannot go forward. As Hamlet says to Polonius: 
'‘Yourself, sir, shall grow old as I am, if like a crab you could 
go backward.’ Mr. Prufrock laments ‘I grow old ... I grow 
old . . .,’ but like Hamlet, his secret wish is only to regress 
to a safe haven where his inner universe isj.no longer dis¬ 
turbed by afiy tormenting human problems.yf 

I’ In the next volume of poems, published three years later, 
\while the suffering presented is still that of s piritu a j^tagn ation 
fluid psychic sterility against the background oTaworld steeped 
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in the same atmosphere, the poetry itself has taken on an 
enriched vigour and expansion:,The method by which a definite 
parallel is manipulated between the planless panorama of the 
present and the ordered world of myth, appears for the first 
time. Whereas in the earlier volume Prufrock is the only poem 
in which a conflict between contemporary isolation, disintegra- 
tionand sterility and the awareness of an existing ^nd unused 
power is even hinted at, all the finest poems in the 1920 volume 
are concerned with the dramatic opposition of the world of 
today to the sources of vitality and order from which it is now 
cut off ancTbf which it has the most urgent needTTrhe rival 
forces are not yet engaged in the poet’s own consciousness; he 
is involved in no personal struggle between them. He perceives, 
and recreates his perceptions by projecting patterns which are 
now much more than those of the nerves upon a screen. The 
insights are increasingly moral as well as emotional, they are 
coloured by a disgust which is much more bitter and searching, 
and the powerful symbols and rhythms which carry them move 
in new and complex poetic pantomime and choreography. 

Some of the juxtapositions are comparatively simple: the 
more or less innocent materialism of the secular world, com¬ 
pared with the hypocritical materialism of the ‘True Church’., 
in The Hippopotamus; romantic and cl assical symbols of 
lustful passions beside the sordid scene in the rooming house 
of Sweeney Erect; the childish day-dreams of dazzling suc¬ 
cesses compared with the actuality of the stale and unsavoury 
emotional present in A Cooking Egg. The present, indeed is\ 
uniformly stale and unsavoury in all these poems, as it is in the 
earlier ones, but interwoven with it is the continuous reminder 
of times when it was not so, and of works of the creative imag¬ 
ination in art and thought which have embodied a different 
reality and pictured a different vision. And the dramatic inter¬ 
play and organization of these antagonisms becomes increas¬ 
ingly intricate and concentrated in its suggestions. I 
1 Sometimes indeed, too much so, as in Mr. Eliot’s Sunday 
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1 Morning Service^ where by the time the reader has finished 
with the Encyclopedia Britannica and the Oxford English 
Dictionary he has not much heart for the intellectual tour-de- 
force of the use of the material in the poem^Like The Hippo¬ 
potamus it is a satire on the decay of religion, but a very much 
/more complex one^On the one side, or in the centre rather, 
there is the basic Christian concept, ‘In the beginning was the 
Word,’ twice stated; also two verses describing an Italian 
painting: 


A painter of the Umbrian school 
Designed upon a gesso ground 
The nimbus of the Baptized God. 

The wilderness is cracked and browned 

But through the water pale and thin 
Still shine the unoffending feet 
And there above the painter set 
The Father and the Paraclete. 

The lines are full of implications; of^he creative mystery of 
the Logos; of the rich symbolic content of the sacrament of 
baptism and the doctrine of the Trinity; of the simple human¬ 
ity of the still-shining figure, still reminding man in the modern 
‘wilderness’ of the redemption of’ his ‘offences’; and of the 
whole ‘design’ which the painter has ‘set’ on his ground. In 
ironic contrast Eliot sets various symbols of degradation and 
ugliness and a complicated parallel between the sterility of the 
worker-bees and that of the ‘Word’ of sectarian theological 
argument. The ‘superfetation of to that is, the effort to 
fertilize ‘the one’ by a fresh begetting; to make of the Word a 
: Queen bee mated with numerous drones, inevitably produces a 
■swarm of neuter religions, symbolized by the heretical Origen, 
the self-made eunuch^he sterile ‘masters of the subtle schools’ 
who think themselves ‘sapient sutlers of the Lord’ (servers or 
food-bringer$) are barren. Not only as barren as the bees, but 
as barren in meaning to common humanity as the appalling 
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polysyllables and learned terms with which the poem is loaded. 
The only area in it where this ‘neuter’ use of the ‘word’ is not 
used is in the two verses describing .the painting. 

The neuter worker-bees, also ‘sapient sutlers,’ at least ferti¬ 
lize the flowers as their ‘hairy bellies’ gather the pollen, and so 
may be said to perform a ‘blest office’ in the scheme of nature; 
but the same cannot be said of the ‘blest office’ of the church 
service, or of ‘the sapient sutlers of the Lord’ who are the 
clergy and congregation. The ‘sable presbyters’ move up the 
aisle like the ‘religious caterpillars’ in the epigraph, who were 
more interested in getting the Jew of Malta’s ‘piaculative 
pence’ than in saving his soul. The black gowns and red, 
spotty faces and the ‘dim souls’ of the devout congregation all 
contrast with the shining halo and the pale thin water and 
‘unoffending feet.’ 

The final degrading ‘offence’ is the contrast of Sweeney 
wallowing in his bath with the figure of the Baptized God; with 
the further irony that there is a parallel between the movement . 
of his body, shifting from ham to ham and stirring the water, 
and the ‘controversial’ antics of the learned theologians. 

^ There is as much packed symbolism and verbal concentra¬ 
tion in Burbank with a Baedaker: Bleistein with a Cigar, butr 
the materials are much more lively and the versification more 
agile and flexible in its phrasing!) The epigraph strings together 
and telescopes quotations from writers (St. Augustine, Henry 
James, Shakespeare, Browning) whose life or work associates 
itself with Venice or with thoughts aroused in the poet by the 
contemplation of Venice today. The poem itself, by selecting/ 1 
combining and contrasting details in a pattern of interweaving 
oppositions, makes a design where again it is the sterility^ 
ugliness and decadence of ‘contemporaneity’ which stand out.* 

e e details are a medley of direct sense impressions and of 
erences which evoke specific works of art and their aura of 
ociation. * 
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It opens deceptively as if it were going to employ the ‘narra¬ 
tive method’: 


Burbank crossed a little bridge 
Descending at a small hotel; 

Princess Volupine arrived, 

They were together, and he fell. 

But the next verse alters the focus from a temporal to a spatial 
one. 


Defunctive music under sea 
Passed seaward with the passing bell 
Slowly: the God Hercules 
Had left him, that had loved him well. 

This remains obscure unless we remember the scene in Anthony 
and Cleopatra, before the battle of Actium, where the soldiers 
hear strange unearthly music and one of them declares: 

’Tis the god Hercules, whom Antony lov’d 
Now leaves him. 

f From then on it is clear that Burbank, the Princess, Bleistein 
land Sir Ferdinand Klein are not actors in a realistic drama, but 
Jare symbolic embodiments in a conflict of values. Burbank with 
mis Baedeker, embodiment of creative arts and acts, becomes 
Taware of his impotence in the Venice of today. Associated with 
the ‘small’ and ‘little,’ he descends and falls in the first verse; 
the ‘passing bell’ of his music is ‘defunctive’ in the second. His 
virility has left him; and in the last verse he contemplates the 
proud winged lion on its pillar by the waterfront, epitomizing 
the power and glory of the old city, and asks: 

Who clipped the lion’s wings 
And flea’d his rump and pared his claws? 

jrhis actualization into direct physical terms of diminution 
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and decay colours the whole poem^The loss of the long tradition 
in Venice of aristocracy built on commercial wealth mating 
with culture through the patronage of artists, is part of ‘time’s 
ruins.’ The Princess, whose name suggests at once the foxy 
and the sensual, the decayed aristocrat fallen to adventuress, 
and in physical terms ‘in a decline,’ ‘extends’ not patronage to 
the arts, but ‘a meagre, blue-nailed phthisic hand,’ to the new 
commercial order, symbolized by Sir Ferdinand Klein. Again, 
the quality of that new order emerges in contrasted terms of 
form and energy between Bleistein and his surroundings in the 
poem. His ‘saggy bending of the knees/And elbows, with the 
palms turned out’ is first set beside the great bronze horses 
over the doors of St. Mark’s, as their hooves ‘beat up the dawn’ 
as if harnessed to the chariot of Apollo. Then the reference 
to ‘Her shuttered barge/ Burned on the water all the day’ 
injects the memory of Tiepolo’s great frescoes of Antony and 
Cleopatra in the Palazzio Labia. Finally, as we read 

A lustreless protrusive eye 

Stares from the protozoic slime 

At a perspective of Canaletto 

his ‘saggy bending’ contrasts with the formal perfection of the 
picture. At the same time his ‘lustreless’ eye contrasts with 
Canaletto’s lighting, and backwards, with the light of the dawn 
over the lagoon, and the memory of Cleopatra’s barge as it 
‘burned on the water all the day.’ Istria, Antony and Cleopatra, 
Canaletto ‘decline’ into ‘the smoky candle end of time,’ or the 
‘lights’ by which the Princess entertains her new patron. In 
further cross-fertilizations of the images, the standards and 
stability of the past are suggested by the association of the 
‘perspective,’ ‘the seven laws,’ and the quotation ‘On the Rialto 
once.’ This last brings not only the memory of the bridge 
itself, but the whole world of The Merchant of Venice. ‘The 
rats are underneath the piles’—the foundations of that world, 
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built on its attitude towards usury. They have become ‘saggy’ 
by the new commercialism, symbolized here, as in Gerontion, 
as ‘the jew.’ 

Thus with the utmost concentration and economy of lan¬ 
guage, but with the widest possible expansion of it by 
suggestion and association, Eliot contrives to manipulate this 
‘continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity.’ 
All the music of the past is ‘defunctive’; all its ordered civiliza- 
stion dying into a new barbarism; all its light and glory gutter¬ 
ing to extinction. 

( In Burbank the opposition is a clear-cut one between the 
values of the past and of the present, but in Sweeney among 
the Nightingales the emphasis is rather upon the distinction 
between two atmospheres, two attitudes towards reality On 
the one hand there is human life conceived in a religious and 
moral framework, surrounded by spiritual forces and by 
natural forces of which it is a living part; on the other, there 
is the disintegrated, rootless, unstable, isolated position of the 
individual in the midst of the futility and anarchy of pure 
materialism. There is, of course, no overt reference to this. 
After the setting of the first two verses the drama sweeps in 
one long sentence of descriptive vision to the climax which 
links Agamemnon with the contemporary scene. That, and the 
epigraph from Aeschylus, ‘Alas, I have been smitten deep with 
a mortal blow,’ lead some readers to seek a parallel in the 
action between the murder of Agamemnon and the scene in the 
poem. But it seems more characteristic of Eliot that the rela¬ 
tionships should be symbolic; that it is everything that Aga¬ 
memnon and his story (and myth in general) stands for, that 
has been killed by Sweeney and his like. 

; f The link between the two worlds, that of myth and of the 
| immediate actuality, is the nightingales. They are present in 
iboth, but Sweeney and his companions do not hear them. They 
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are as deaf to their song as to the story behind the song. It is 
a horrible story of cruelty and revenge, just as the Agamemnon 
myth is, and the story of the ‘bloody wood.’^Here Eliot is using 
a favorite device of his, the telescoping of associations to get 
greater pressure and intensity!) Agamemnon, after all, was not 
killed in a wood. The wood is that from which Frazer named 
his great work The Golden Bough, and from which Eliot took 
the title for his first essays, The Sacred Wood, where he usest 
it as a symbol for the immortal poetic tradition, always dying] 
and being reborn. The opening chapter of Frazer traces the 
story of the wood of Nemi, which was the scene of the bloody 
ritual by which the old priest of the grove was slain by a 
younger one, who succeeded as both priest and king until he 
in his turn was slain. Frazer shows how this ritual is the basis 
for all the oldest symbols of the human race. It was bound up 
with the concept of the Fertility God and his resurrection every 
spring, and extended into the larger theme of the death ant} 
resurrection of the human spirit. Eliot’s purpose is to empha¬ 
size that pattern. Philomela is raped, but magical powers 
render her voice inviolable and immortal. It lives on in a bird, 
linking together man and nature, the animal and the spiritual. 
Agamemnon is murdered and Clytemnestra is murdered and 
Orestes is pursued by the Furies, but the end of the trilogy is 
the transcendence of revenge by reconciliation and mercy— 
just as the Sacred Heart too embodies the same values. All 
these stories create a pattern of reality which gives meaning to 
human hate and horror and sacrifice and suffering, because 
they are related to an order and-value beyond the temporal 
and immediate. Agamemnon too represents another tradition, 
that of the heroic ideal of Greek tragedy. He is king and- 
leader; his fate involves the whole community and its laws, 
and the irony of fate, and the inexorable working out of the 
tragic pattern. 

The basic ironic contrasts of the poem are those between the 

ggestions of the significance of life seen in such terms of 
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value and order and the complete insignificance of the modern 
scene.^These people have not even the vitality to have violent 
passions of any sort. Their ‘murderous paws’ tear only grapes; 
their sexual passion is that of a drunken prostitute trying to sit 
on Sweeney’s knees; the outcome of the assault is only to pull 
off a tablecloth and overturn a coffee-cup. They move in the 
clearest pictorial outline, vividly there by the selection of a few 
expressive details, but there is no point at which they have any 
organic relationship with the worlds of spiritual value, of 
nature, or of human fellowship; no point at which they touch 
the patterns suggested by the worlds of classical myth, of 
heroic tragedy, or of the Convent. They are indeed barely 
human. They are largely designated in animal terms, and thus 
dehumanized, and as men and women they have neither iden- 
itity nor community. They do not even speak. Sweeney himself 
is simply a laugh, in a body which otherwise suggests an ape, 
,a zebra or a giraffe; one woman is ‘the person in the Spanish 
cape,’ the other is Rachel—she was born with another name 
but she does not use it any more. The second man is ‘the silent 
vertebrate in brown,’ and his reaction as he ‘contracts and con¬ 
centrates’ suggests a lower form of life than a vertebrate, that 
of an amoeba seen under a microscope. The third man is heavy 
and lifeless, the only gleam about him is that of the gold fillings 
in his teeth. And they are not even finely co-ordinated animals. 
\Again, in terms of gesture, Eliot suggests the disintegrated 
quality of life they symbolize^ They sprawl, they gape, they 
‘show fatigue.’ The woman slips in her tipsy efforts to seduce 
Sweeney: even her ‘reorganisation’ upon the floor is only to 
yawn and pull up a stocking, and is an ironic comment on the 
concept of organisation. 

, VThese people have neither vitality nor order, and Eliot places 
them against a background which has bottoyThe punctuation is 
significant here. After the introduction of Sweeney as a medley 
of animal shapes and markings, there are six lines of complete 
contrast which put him within a cosmic setting. There is no 



EARLY POEMS 1909-1920 


45 


period at the end of these lines, just a semi-colon, and the 
sentence runs on to the end of the poem and the final climax 
of the Convent, the nightingales, the bloody wood and Aga¬ 
memnon. The contemporary scene, that is, fades in from the 
background of the great ordered rhythms of the natural world, 
and fades out into the reminders of the great ordered patterns 
of myth. The worlds of the temporal and the eternal are always 
co-existent. (The permanence of the rhythmic patterns of na¬ 
ture, the moon and stars, the seas and the rivers are still therey J 
just as the deathless reality of Agamemnon, and the bloody 
wood and the nightingales and the Sacred Heart are still there. 
But their clarity and brightness is lost and their relationship 
with humanity^ The stormy moon is blurred; it ‘slides’ to its 
setting towards the shallowest of rivers, with the ominous 
‘drift’ of doom about it. All the myths linking man and the 
heavens and the gods and so drawing them all into one pattern, 
are ‘veiled’;' the sea "itself, symbol of life, is ‘hushed’ and 
‘shrunken’; the true dreams which come through the gates of 
horn in the underworld are blocked by the figure of Sweeney. 

^ Just as these people can establish no contact with the old 
cosmic visions, the scene without, so the scene within is equally 
‘shrunken.’jThat suggestion is built up from many details in 
the few verses of description. Of course there are sexual over¬ 
tones in the fruits, just as there are to the actions of the man 
in brown, blit in the general context the point is that the fruits 
they eat are all foreign fruits. They do not plant them or raise 
them or share in any way in the natural rhythms of growth and 
fruition. It is the same with the., cultures and nationalities to 
which they have belonged. The traditions of Ireland or Russia, 
of Catholicism or Judaism mean nothing in their lives. Nor 
does the mere bond of a common humanity unite them. Every¬ 
one is distrustful and wary; if two are ‘in league’ it is for some 
sordid purpose;^an advance towards a relationship is only.a. 
‘gambit,’ a move in a game "to beat the other fellow; the host 
converses ‘apart.’.\Everything indeed is ‘apart’; there is.no 
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community, no cohesion; all is blurred, indistinct, disordered, 
fragmentary. There is no framework which circumscribes it 
and within which it has composition and meaning} The only 
symbols with meaning are outside, where the sky and the woods 
and the Convent are all framed by the branches of wistaria. 
But that view is effectively blocked by the man with the 
‘heavy eyes/ and all the expansion into dignity and tradition 
brought in by the word circumscribe is at once cancelled by its 
conjunction with his golden grin. Just as Sweeney blocks the 
horned gate, so that the messages from the shades—the human 
tradition—cannot get through, so the vertebrate in brown 
blocks the window on to the immediate realities. But the point 
is that outside in the dim night are the Convent and the night¬ 
ingales and the wood and the memory of the dead Agamemnon, 
and all the associations they bring, about the relationships of 
man and nature and the gods, of mortality and immortality, 
death and resurrection, the temporal and the eternal, nature 
and spirit.^Man is animal, inescapably so; and in a sense every 
shroud is a stained and dishonoured one; all are ‘maculate.’ But 
the nightingale is not only animal, nor the Agamemnon story 
one only of dishonour. Their perspective is in a larger context! 
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He could not escape suffering and he could not tran¬ 
scend it . . . But what he could do . . . was to study 
his suffering. 

T. S. Eliot. Baudelaire 


VjTT^HERE is only one poem of any length in the 1920 vol- 
I ume, but it is one of Eliotts mo st po werful, an d one _of 
his most obscure) It is impossible to read it without being 
' deeply stirred by its strange drama and music, but to interpret 
the sequence of its imaginative logic is not easy, and there has 
to be a good dealjaf guesswork.(T he organiza tion, however, is 
sj fpilar to that nf Sweeney among t he Nightingales in that there’ 
is th e same antithesis between human life conceived in a frame¬ 
work o f myth_a nd the la ck of all meaning in contemporary 
s ecularism ^In Gerontion, the general context of myth becomes 
specifically that of Christianity. The birth of Christ, is con¬ 
ceived of as opening anew era, within which the cycle of .civili¬ 
zation symbolized by .Qerontion is very near its end. Gerontion 
seesjme aspect of Christ as the tiger^ Blake’s embodiment of 
^the creative fire and light in animal form , part of the order of 
n gttu re^ but he is as incapable o\ drawing any vitality from, 
or entering into any communion with, that elemental source 
of ‘juvescence’ as was Mr. Prufrock from the sea and its 
mermaids) Like Mr. Prufrock, he lays bare his psychological 
dilemma with merciless ironic insight, but at the same time 
excuses himself from translating self-knowledge into any effort 
towards change. Indeed, like Mr. Prufrock, he feels above all 
the f utility of struggle. Al l his acute activity oTconsciousness 
ism" Perception, and is not directed towards any solution. He 
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supplies admirable reasons, indeed, for the impossibility of any 
j solution. VBut his perceptions are far wider and deeper and 
more intense than those of Mr. Prufrock, and they operate in 
a different theatre.") Instead of a setting within a recognizable 
environment, which keeps the mind busy with precise social 
implications, the whole vision is distanced, suspended out of 
time, projected from ‘a dull head among windy spaces’ and 
forming itself into pictures and psychic situations with a dream 
locus and ambience of their own. 

The epigraph takes us to Measure for Measure, to the 
Duke’s speech when he visits Claudio, under sentence of death 
in prison. He urges him to wish for death, to ‘be absolute for 
death,’ and to reason on the lines that what is called life is little 
but conflict, cowardice, insecurity, disease and the scramble for 
riches. The inevitable end is ‘palsied eld’ which has ‘neither 
heat, affection, limb nor beauty.’ 

What’s yet in this 
That bears the name of life? 

he asks, and in the poem, Eliot creates life seen in those terms 
as the civilization in which Gerontion exists. It is a civilization 
( founded on money values and secular rationalism, with no 
religious communion or human sense of community, a night¬ 
mare world of isolation and instability, of restless nervous and 
intellectual activity, emotional stagnation and spiritual drought. 
'Gerontion (the name means a little old man) is the shadowy 
symbol and spokesman of the sensitive intellectual in this 
world) Perhaps we are meant to compare him with the hero of 
' Newman’s The Dream of Geron tius, who looks forward with 
such full and serene joy and faith to the moment of dissolution 
and the acceptance of purgation. The diminutive of the name 
would imply the diminution of the life in Eliot’s hero. He has 
^become contracted to nothing but ‘a dull head’: ‘I have lost my 
| passion ... I have lost my sight, smell, hearing, taste and 
\ touch,’ he says, and ‘I have no ghosts.’ 
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But that does not apply to his creator. The truth of Geron-\ 
tion’s situation is 'carried alive into the heart by passion’; it 
is felt in every line in terms of sensation; and the poet’s imag¬ 
ination is filled with 'ghosts/ with suggestions and associations 
and memories which charge his strange imagery and powerful 
rhythms. (The negative deprivation of Gerontion and his dream 
world ,, possessing ‘neither heat, affection, limb nor beauty/ is. 
reveal^jl in most telling detail by its physical characteristics^ 
’(The whole vision is ‘thought s of a dry brain in a dry season^. 
Gerontion has been driven by the parching trade winds, stead¬ 
ily blowing in the same direction, into ‘a sleepy corner’; his 
house is peeling and decayed, and he ‘stiffens’ in it, passive and. 
inert, ‘waiting for rain/ surrounded both within and without by 
emblems of degradation. A boy reads to him from a history of 
the past, and as he listens, his thoughts flow into an imaginative 
‘inquisition’ of his own situation and that of the other ‘tenants 
of the house’ who share his arid and humiliating exile and 
whom he is addressing. Momentarily he is swept out of his 
inertia into gusts of dramatic challenge, and the need of self- 
examination, self-explanation and self-justification. His apolo¬ 
gia moves back and forth from historical revelation to cynical 
or impassioned analysis to embittered disgust to declamatory 
warning. From reverie it passes to direct rhetorical approach: 
‘Think now . . . think now . . .,’ and with a tormented desire 
to convince himself and his hearers of what is plainly untrue, 
he proclaims: 


Think at last 

We have not reached conclusions, when I 
Stiffen in a rented house. Think at last 


I have not made this show. pucpoool y . . 

liAdbj- 


With an effort at calm directivity he goes on ‘I would meet you 
upon this honestly/ btif it is immediately apparent that his, 
only purpose i^ap attempt at self-vindication from his self-/ 
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brought charge, and that he himself knows that his ‘conclusion’ 
is already irrevocable. 

sequence of visual images and physical details in the open¬ 
ing paragraph reveals his condition and the reasons for it. He 
points at once to the chief element in his failure: he has not 
fought ^In 1920, when the poem was published,^He first World 
War was but barely over, but that had been no Thermopylae, 
no active struggle of the forces of civilization against bar¬ 
barism, refreshed, in spite of hardships, by the ‘warm rain’ of 
faith in a common cause. Nor has Gerontion throughout his life 
fought for any values he believes in. His inert helpless old age 
is the result of a passive comfort-seeking indolence. But it has 
not brought, him any comfcrt, and the description of his ‘house’ 
and his debased and impomrished living conditions follow. The 
civilization he represents is\lecayed: 

And the jew squats on theuvindow sill, the owner, 

Spawned in some estaminA of Antwerp, 

Blfstered in Brussels, patclfed and peeled in London. 

^As a result of not fighting for thd^alues of a living tradition, 
the modern world is now ‘owne^^nd enslaved by the only 
proliferating element in it, the intffnational money powei^ The 
inhuman and sub-human quality of that power is suggested in 
the words squats and spawned. Then the landlord and the 
House” the owner aficT the civilization he owns, become one. 
They share the degradation and they share the syntax, and are 
both ‘blistered, patched and peeled’ in their shabby and rotting 
decay. The background to the ‘house’ is a field of ‘rocks, moss, 
stonecrop, iron, merds’—an atmosphere of barrenness, torpor, 
mechanization and corruption, where even natural lust itself, 
the goat, is starved and unhealthy. The picture is completed by 
the figure of the woman. She is equally squalid. Instead of 
functioning as mother and helpmate, symbol of fertility and 
affections, she is the petty housekeeper with petty ailments. In 
another compression of the syntax we see her ‘poking the 
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peevish gutter.’ Finally Gerontion sums himself up as ‘a dull 
head among windy spaces.’ He is not a whole man, symbolic 
of a civilization ministering to body, mind and spirit. He has 
shrunk to an abstract intelligence, anchored to nothing stable, 
with no organic relationship between himself and a living - 
culture. 

"> 

In an abrupt, startling transition we pass from thll symbolic 
description to obscure condensed intensity of suggestion.(Eliot 
has said that if many images highly charged witk-emotional 
significance are f used tog ether, intensity is gained .at the ex- 
pense of cl arity, and these next few lines illustrate this. Yet 
they are the heart of the poem.YVitjrfthe demand of the Phari¬ 
sees to Christ: ‘We would see a sign,’ we are shown the direc¬ 
tion of the thought. The sign was^iven, but the modern world 
has taken the revelation with doubt and questioning. Bishop 
Andrewes, in a Nativity sermon, described the mystery of the 
?Word made flesh appearing fi*t as a speechless infant, as ‘the 
|word within a word unable Jo speak a word.’ Eliot adds the 
words ‘swaddled with darkjns.’ That mystery of the union of 
flesh and logos remains dui^and hidden, its spiritual meaning 
unable to make itself known. 


In the juvescence of the year 

Came Christ the tiger 

In depraved May, dogwood and chestnut, flowering 
judas, 

To be eaten, to be divided, to be drunk 
Among whispers; 

1 ' 

^[-interpret, this that just as the significance of the symbol of, 
Incarnation has been ignored, so has the symbolism of Blake’s 
The Tyger .}He saw the tiger as the symbol of the union of the 
creator and his creation^ the symbol of the energy of the ere- 
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ator expressing itself in all forms of physical incarnatiop' Eliot 
^-suggests the link between the human and the natural wdrld in 
'associating the year, the seasonal cycle of birth and death, 
with juvescence, the youthfulness of a human being. The tiger 
also of course suggests the ‘burning bright in the forests of the 
night’ compared with the ‘swaddled with darkness.’ But it is 
in quite a different forest that this tiger appears. The next lines 
are very obscure. At one level they might mean that Christ as 
tiger superseded the old pagan sexual Fertility rituals and 
myths of ‘dismemberment,’ giving them new sacramental mean¬ 
ing. But I follow Ruth Bailey 1 in believing that the break in 
[the verse paragraph here indicates a gap in time, and that 
^depraved May, dogwood and chestnut, flowering judas,’ be¬ 
sides pointing back to the old paganism, points forward to the 
! birth of a new paganism, and opposes the Renaissance to the 
Nativity.^The etymological meaning of depraved as crooked, 
distorted or perverse, suggests the sense of a wrong direction 
(always associated in Eliot’s mind with the birth of Human¬ 
ism) ; while its common usage links it with all the other images 
in the poem of debased or unnatural propagation. The Renais¬ 
sance seemed a fresh flowering ahd illumination of human 
sense and spirit, bringing, as it were, the stars of the dogwood 
and the candles of the chestnut into the forests of the night. 
But it was ‘flowering judas.’ The new paganism betrayed the 
'.tiger, bringing not communion but division. The clear ‘word’ 
has lost all its resonance and is only a confusion of ‘whispers.’ 
In the place of a society nourished by the sacrament in which 
man could partake of the creative source of light and life (the 
Christ-mass),(Gerontion sees four figures typical of his own 
deprivation of both spiritual and physical vitality) They are 
cosmopolitan, rootless and sapless creatures, cut off entirely 
from the lifeblood of a living tradition. To Mr. Silvero, Limoges 
enamels are simply objects of art; it is their surface texture 
only that interests him; his ‘caressing hands’ have nothing to 
1 A Dialogue on Modem Poetry. London. Oxford University Press, 1939. 
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do with a loving heart. Hakagawa’s ritual among the Titians 
again ignores the tradition which has inspired the art. To 
Madame de Tornquist faith has degenerated to spiritualistic 
seances: Fraulein von Kulp has repudiated it, turning away 
from the door. This is probably to be too specific in interpreta¬ 
tion, but more important is the emotional atmosphere suggested 
by the very precise gestures, which are all we are allowed to 
see of these people. j^They suggest restless loneliness, empty 
formality, dimness, evasion, doubt, uncertainty, frustration. 
They are summed up by the image of complete futility: ‘Vacant 
shuttles/Weave the wind.’) 


Now the rhythm changes again. In opposition to ‘the word 
within a word, unable to speak a word’ is Gerontion’s impas¬ 
sioned rhetoric of ‘inquisition’ on the subject of ‘history.’ It is 
strongly flavored by the use of language and the verse move¬ 
ment of the later Jacobean dramatists^But the parallel is not 
just stylistic. Style is the enibodiment of a way of thinking and 
feeling, and with the manner, Eliot injects into the poem the 
quality of perception which linked him (or Gerontion) with 
the dramatists of the early seventeenth century^hey too were 
alive in a period when the established beliefs in a religion of 
‘revelation’ had been challenged by the autonomy of the indi¬ 
vidual intellect, resulting in a deep cleavage between the reli¬ 
gious and the secular. They too felt a profound disgust at the 
society they pictured, living its ‘depraved’ life. .They too in 
their poetry, married intellect and sense in a magnificent riot 
of creative zest, but it too was ‘flowering judas’ and brought 
no human fulfilment. Their tragedies also ‘multiply variety in 
a wilderness of mirrors,’ but end in much the same indiscrim¬ 
inate destruction as Eliot’s poem. 

j\ But here, instead of the creation of the situation in dramatic 
flesh and blood figures working out their own destruction and 
I that of their victims in terms of action, Eliot analyzes the 
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interaction of elements in ‘history’ as a structure of symbols.^ 
‘History’ is human experience lived without the framework of 
a Logos; lived by the ‘knowledge’ supplied by empirical sci¬ 
ence. It is man relying on his own desires and ‘whispers,’ 
believing that he can control his own fate; directed only by 
arbitrary expediency, inspired only by instinctive action and 
reaction in the world of temporal fate and change. 

‘After such knowledge what forgiveness?’ Forgiveness must 
have an extended etymology here. What has man been given 
over to, or given up to, or resigned himself to, as the result of 
experience lived in these terms? (The ‘giving’ and ‘forgiving’ 
are then played out in a series of images suggesting the ‘de¬ 
praved,’ crooked ways of knowledge (cunning), the ways of 
self-deception and self-interest, their methods of propagation 
and what they propagate^Man craves knowledge (of himself, 
of truth), but history presents')it ‘when our attention is dis¬ 
tracted,’ when we are looking in a different direction, or are 
in a state of conflict, torn in opposing directions. 

And what she gives, gives with such supple confusions 

That the giving famishes the craving. 

1 

A wonderful creation in terms of sense of the intellectual strug¬ 
gle between faith and doubt. (Then Gerontion seems to describe 
his own position towards religion’s revelation. It becomes an 
Experience at second hand: 

| if still believed 

In memory only, reconsidered passion. 

The alternative to that is the sentimental interpretation, which 
ignores hard realities ‘till the refusal propagates a fear.’ The 
earlier images of depraved and Judas propagation now shape 
and colour the ideas. Historical cause and effect are seen in 
terms of this ‘spawning.’ The statement is quite general, but in 
the actual historical context of the poem, linked with the open¬ 
ing paragraph, the ‘unnatural vices’ fathered by the heroisms 
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of war become the financial operations of the ‘owner’ of the 
house, and the virtues ‘forced upon us by our impudent crimes,’ 
such things as submission and poverty or dependence—of no 
moral value if imposed by necessity. This is the ‘forgiveness’ re¬ 
sulting from the ‘givings’ of history: not a forgiveness based on 
love, but a world given over to conflict and confusion. ‘These 
tears are shaken from the wrath-bearing tree’: the fruit of the 
propagation is that of the Poison Tree of Blake’s poem, 
watered with fears and tears, sunned with smiles and ‘soft 
deceitful wiles,’ and bearing only the death-dealing apple of 
destruction. 

Into this vision of depraved human appetites and impotencies 
bursts the reminder that the tiger is eternally present. ‘The 
tiger springs in the new year. Us he devours.’ Christ as symbol 
of creative love, willing to share his body and blood with man¬ 
kind and so making all men members one of another, is ‘unable 
to speak a word.’ But the logos remains as inexorable natural 
law, a ‘fearful symmetry,’ and the alternative to acceptance of 
it is destruction by it. Gercmtion recognizes this, but he refuses 
to accept the direct, unequivocal truth of it. He shifts and 
palters as his ‘dry brain’ pursues its analysis of his own attitude 
in a kind of hopeless and half-hearted self-justification. He 
pleads that he is a passive victim: he is in the power of the 
‘owner’; the purpose of his ‘show’ is not to urge a return to old 
superstitions; it is a real effort to face the facts: ‘I would meet 
you upon this honestly.’!Speaking for, and of, the whole de¬ 
velopment of civilization' since the Renaissance in terms of 
relationship to the central Christian symbol, he says: 

I that was near your heart was removed therefrom 

To lose beauty in terror, terror in inquisition. 

The word inquisition implies the overtone of torture in his 
condition and it is set against the full meaning of passion in 
the Christian context. Intellectual scrutiny is compared with 
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the ‘beauty’ of the concept which unites all men in their whole 
emotional being with ‘the word’ commemorated in the Cruci¬ 
fixion and the Communion. But faith cannot be commanded. 
Even the ‘terror’ of the sense of isolation is now lost. Again 
Gerontion excuses himself for his incapacity to experience 
passion: 


Why should I need to keep it 
Since what is kept must be adulterated? 

The simplicity of the old faith must in any case be modified 
by new scientific investigation. But again in adulterated Eliot 
fuses the two ideas of the debasing and dishonouring as well 
as the diluting of the mythical vision by rational materialism. 


In the next lines the abstract condition of ‘inquisition’ is 
again translated into active sensuous embodiment and move¬ 
ment. Gerontion is ironically aware that his analyses are 
profitless. They are ‘chilled delirium.’ There is no warmth and 
substance to them, and in the precise sense of delirium they are 
a wandering from the track. Compared with the spontaneous 
intuition of human communion and community, they are like a 
palate whipped up with pungent sauces beside natural appetite. 
Or they ‘multiply variety in a wilderness of mirrors,’ reflecting 
the bewildering disintegration and empty desolation of a vision 
cut off from any central source of light. - 

What will the spider do, 

Suspend its operations, will the weevil 
Delay? 

Will ‘deliberations’ stop ‘conclusions’? Will the spider, spinning 
its money web, ‘suspend its operations’ in tlje financial mar¬ 
kets? Will the inevitable cycle of moral cause and effect be 
halted, any more than the course of destructive nature? 
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The poem sweeps without pause to the answer in terms of! 
visionary ruin. In contrast to the movement through cunning" 
passages and contrived corridors and issues, to that of the 
thousand small deliberations and the refractions from a wilder¬ 
ness of mirrors, there are two clear, unequivocal images of 
cataclysmic violence. First the vision of the single blast in 
which the cosmopolitan, rootless society is 

Whirled 

Beyond the circuit of the shuddering Bear 
In fractured atoms. 

Then the pathetic weakness of the innocent individual who will 
perish with the guilty, appears as the single gull, helplessly 
buffeting the wind and finally hurled by it downwards to the 
desolation of ‘white feathers in the snow, the Gulf claims.’ The 
Trades turn into the devouring tempest, and the Gulf claims 
the old man himself. The ‘show’ ends^Gerontion proposes no 
action which can prevent the inexorable end. He reveals his 
‘thoughts’ to his fellow ‘tenants’ and leaves his warning with 
them. The final images of drought and sterility lead directly to 
the atmosphere of The Waste Land.] V/ 
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CHAPTER V 

The Waste Land 
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We work in the dark—we do what we can—we give 
what we have. Our doubt is our passion and our passion 
is our task. The rest is the madness of art. 

Henry James. The Middle Years 

I DISLIKE the word “generation.” When I wrote a poem 
called The Waste Land some of the more approving critics 
said that I had expressed “the disillusionment of a genera¬ 
tion,” which is nonsense. I may have expressed for them their 
own illusion of being disillusioned, but that did not form part 
of my intention.’ 1 

Eliot’s irritation at such criticism is natural. {T he p oem, like 
Sweeney among the Nightingales or Gerontion, is visionary and 
timeless, and. the ‘ figure i n th e ca rpet’ which is woven through. 
Jt_ has*been woven through centuries of general and pe rsona l 
experiencelha changeless pattern^T he very nu m ber of cultu res 
and languages and of associations with the experiencgs of 
other poets which are a bsorbe d into the structure is enough to 
s uggest its univ ersality. Nor is ‘disillusionment’ a possible word 
to apply to Eliot, since it implies some ‘illusion’ held before, of 
which there is never any trace in his poetr# Perhaps, however, 
there was some excuse for the early readers of the poem It 
[is of the essence of Eliot’s method that t he e xperiences created 
and enacted in hisjoems are, hoth-tim eles s and timely, but the 
mos t obvious element in the early poems is the immediate sense 
of the ugliness, the emptin ess a nd the aimlessness of the 'con- 
lemporary world. In The Waste Land, the "means” by which 1 

1 Thoughts after Lambeth. Selected Essays. 
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this is seen as one element only in a larger composition, cannot 
be clarified without the study of external sources;^ and the 
subtle shift in psychological attitude which characterizes the 
poem, is also obscured by the extreme complexity of_Jiis 
method. 

Eliot referred his readers to his external sources in his notes 
at the end of the poem. 

Not only the title, but the plan and a good deal of 
the incidental symbolism of the poem were suggested 
by Miss Jessie L. Weston’s book on the Grail legend: 
From Ritual to Romance. Indeed, so deeply am I in¬ 
debted, Miss Weston’s book will elucidate the difficul¬ 
ties of the poem much better than my notes can do; 
and I recommend it ... to any who think such eluci¬ 
dation of the poem worth the trouble. To another work 
of anthropology I am indebted in general, one which 
has influenced our generation profoundly; I mean The 
Golden Bough; I have used especially the two volumes 
Adonis, Attis, Osiris. Anyone who is acquainted with 
these works will immediately recognize in the poem cer¬ 
tain references to vegetation ceremonies. 


✓ It may be argued that it is asking a good deal of the readers 
of poetry that they should study several books on anthropo logy 
before being equipped to read a poem fully, just as it may be 
argued that it requires a good deal of any reader to attempt to 
follow out other sources of Eliot’s imaginative processes. The 
only answer to this is that there is no compulsion on anyone to 
read either poetry or anthropology, unless they feel ‘elucida¬ 
tion of the poem worth the trouble.’ But it is true that the effort 
at elucidation has of necessity been slow, fthe range of refe r- 
enceis sowide, and to most readers so unfamiliar, and.it is so 
dee ply integrated .into a compl ex psyc hological situ ation. The 
parallel between past and present never really comes to the 
surface—which is as it should be—for the poem would lose in 
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majority of readers, before that intensity can be fully appre¬ 
ciated as an experience of poetry, the intellectual background 
has to be absorbed and the logical links explained . There are 
readers who think rational elucidation detracts from the poetic 
experience and is unnecessary. I. A. Richards called The Waste 
Land ‘ a music of ideas’ and said that ‘ the ideas, like the musi¬ 
cian’s phrases, are arranged not that they may tell us some¬ 
thing, but that their effects in us may combine into a coherent 
whole of feeling and attitude .’ Structurally, in its use of themes, 
the poem is allied to music, but ‘a music of ideas’ implies an 
.analogy which is not very satisfactory, for the simple reason 
j that ideas, expressed verbally, are not musical phrases. Their 
'combinations are not those of sound only but of sense. Unless 
they did ‘tell us something’ they could not combine into ‘a co¬ 
herent whole of feeling and attitude.’ Moreover, it is a justifi¬ 
able ambition to want to know what the poet is feeling about 
and what he is holding an attitude towards. Indeed until we 
know these things we can hardly judge whether the poem 
coheres. 


A reading of From Ritual to Romance and The Golden 
Bough certainly gives us many clues as to ‘the continuous par¬ 
allel between contemporaneity and antiauity’ which Eliot is 
manipulating. 2 Miss Weston’s book deals with the origins of the 
Grail legend, and its puzzling and apparently irreconcilable 
elements of paganisin and Christianity.^The legend appears in 
various confusing forms in medieval 'literature, but (it always 
concerns a land which has been blighted by a curse so Wk it 
island and waterless, producing neither animal nor vegemble 
increase. Its plight is linked with that of its ruler, the Fisher 
King, who, as a result of illness or of a wound, has become 
sexually impotent.. The curse is removed when a Knight ap- 

2 The first critic to work this out in detail was Cleanth Brooks in 
Modem Poetry and the Tradition. 
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pears who must ask the question as to the meaning of the 
Grail and the Lance—said in Christian terms to be the lance 
which pierced Christ’s side at the Crucifixion, and the cup 
from which he and the disciples drank at the Last Supper'S In 
some versions the mere asking of the question cures the King 
a^nd saves the land. In others the knight must go through 
various ordeals, culminating in that of the Chapel or Cemetery 
Perilous. Miss Weston, using her own researches and those of 
other scholars, finds the legends to be Christianized versions of 
beliefs which go back to immemorial antiquity. SJie traces their 
origin s to a common source in the vegetation rituals and fertil- 
ity_rites of pri mitive cultures, and the ‘mystery’ religionsoT the 
lancient world, from which early Christianity absorbed so much 
>of its own ritual and symbolism. 

/~The Sumerian-Babylonian god Tammuz, the Phoenician- 
Greek Adonis, the Phrygian Attis_and the Egyptian Osiri^vere 
all e xpressions of the primitive imagination *'w hi^k. conceived 
cycle of the seasons as the life of a god who controlled . 
L flie energies of nature,^d who nevertheless had to submit to 
^the power oFSeath. B u,t~tKedeath was not permanent,it was 
followed by a resurrectiom^The wors hip of the god was accom¬ 
panied by ritual observances and alternate ceremonies of 
mourning and rejoicing. Amj^ since wa ter w as the basic neces¬ 
sity to these agricultural co mmunities , the resurr ection oPthe 
god coincided with the coming .of the spring rains, the central 
symbol of the fertilizing process^But these early vegetation 
myths developed later into the ‘ mvsterv religion s.’ which linke d 
the ide as of death and resurrection in th e n atural world with 
that of a pa rallel process in the w o rld of the spirit . Mem be rship 
in the religious body was prefaced by initiation rite s, which 
were analogous to those practiced by primitive peoples at the 
age of puberty. Malinowski states that all such ceremonies have 
broadly the same characteristics and functions. (The youth 
passes through a series of ordeals, which are usually associated 
with the idea of death and rebirth, which is sometimes enacted 
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in a mimetic performance^ Besides the ordeals, however, and in 
reality more important, is the instruction in the sacred myths 
and traditions and the unveiling of the tribal mysteries which 
relate the individual to higher and unseen powers and personal¬ 
ities. In this way (the rites symbolize not only a biological and 
social coming of age, but also a spiritual metamorphosis.^ 

In the my stery cults of the ancient world, just as in the 
f ertility rituals, water, played a., very important part in the 
initiation ceremonies. They included some form of immersion 
or baptism. But they went beyond any mere external ceremony. 
Miss Weston thinks^the candidates enacted some symbolic rite 
of death and resurrection, involving stern tests of physical 
and mental enduranceNvhich, if successful, led the initiate to 
a sense of union with 'the life-principle itself. Certainly the 
various trials in these rites were very severe, sometimes costing 
the reason of those who took part in them. 

Miss Weston traces the origin of the Grail legend to the 
early Christian sect of the Gnostics, later proclaimed heretical 
by the Early Church. The central tenet of the Gnostics was 
that the Christ was the consummation of the inner spiritual 
meaning of all the earlier ‘mysteries,’ the symbol of the medi¬ 
ator between man and the supreme source of spiritual life, 
through whose worship knowledge of and union with that life 
could be attained. The Gnostics, she thinks, as they travelled 
into Western Europe, transposed the older symbols into their 
Christian forms, making the Lance and the Grail part of the 
Christian story, instead of having their old fertility significance 
as the male and female sex symbols. They likewise transposed 
the initiation ceremonies into the ordeals of the knights who set 
out to achieve the cure of the King and salvation *for the 
land through self-purification. 


j fit is these elements from the past, Although the references 
|to them in the poem are so oblique and so (jinterwoven with 
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symbolism from o ther, jourfesf whic h provid e Eliot with Jhe 
. plan, with f a_w ay of controlling and ordering and giving shap e 
and significance to the immense panorama of fertility and 
anarc hy which is contemporary history.’ And it is evident from 
the nature of the material to which his mind responded at this 
time, that it was deeply involved in a new direction. His inspira¬ 
tion is a book about the immemorial antiquity of the search 
nor union with the source o f inne r vitality- Tl je legen d hovering 
fcehind it is that of the need to ques tion what the source _of 
.this vitality is^he need to set out on a quest for its recovery, 
and to undertake the necessary disciplines involved in that 
quest. Other ‘ghosts’ haunting the poem are Shakespeare’s 
The Tempest, with its central metaphor of being ‘sea-swal¬ 
lowed,’ and regenerated from that experience; Dante’s Pwr- 
gatorio; Buddha and St. Augustine as preachers of asceticism, 
and a legend from an Upanishad giving moral instruction. 

All this is very different from the atmosphere of Gerontion. 
There the whole vision is that of death-in-life and of the 


physical annihilation which will conclude it. The life-giving 
‘sign’ remains ‘the word within a word unable to speak a 
Word.’ In The Waste Land\ x too* one of the elements is the blind; 
ness and num bness of the external contemporary conscious¬ 
ness^ its sterility, impotence, emptiness and aridity J its general 
loss of any vital relationship with the language of symbols, 
and in general with the human heritage of tradition^ Every¬ 
thing. which once spoke to man of the deepest realities and 
‘myste ries of his being, Ijas become rationalizedjhnd vulgarized 
and sterilized of its inner content/into a mere shell of inorganic 
materialism. But to the T of the poem the ancient ‘word’is 
no”longer completely dumb and dark.^He no longer says ‘I 
have lost my passion.’ He js agonizingly aware, in the impris¬ 
onment qf .his personal waste Jan^, that the possibilities of 
rebirth cannot be dismissed as an historical anachronism; that 
the truth of the experience is eternally present and that the 
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living of it plunges the whole man in to a process of disintegra¬ 
tion. and jconflict^ 

\lt is this aspect of the poem which can be related to Tung’ s 
‘archetype of transformation,’ for he describes the opening .of 
.that dram a in the life of any human being in terms which at 
once remind any reader of Eliot of the emotional situation 
created in Gerontion and TJte Waste Land, and the central 
dream-images are the same as those used by Eliot,/As I 
emphasized before there is no need to accept Jung’s theory of 
ja collective unconscious to account for this. Eliot knew the 
[sources of all his symbols and used them with all the conscious 
manipulation of the artist. His mind had already absorbed the 
whole literary and cultural tradition of Europe, as well as a 
great deal of Asiatic religion and philosophy. The point of 
comparison is simply what of all this ‘comes together’ in the 
poem, and the fact that at this period Eliot’s mind responds 
to and relives certain symbols of imaginative experience re¬ 
current in the whole human story. 

Jung descri bes the process of ‘transformation’ as occurring 
tojhpse who. have reachecLa_dead end in the field of conscious 
adaptation to external experience_ without however achieving 
any sense* of "fulfilment.^ There are therefore stores of uncon- 
Iscious psychic energy unutilized, while in the field of con¬ 
sciousness its creative function is exhausted. The result is the 
multitude of Mr. Silveros and Madame de Tornquists, in a 
condition of futile nervous disturbance. But there are also 
t he Gerp ntinpg whn are in the torture of ‘inquisition;’ who 
see their situation with merciless clarity but can find no way 
out of the cunning passages and contrived corridorsj(They are 
completely aware of th eir ‘d ryness.’ their loss-of communion 
with anv life-gi ving source, but th e situation cannot be altered 
in the term s in which, t hey see it without a radical change in 
themselvesN Ihe ‘I would meet you upon this honestly’ attitude 
results only in the establishment of irreconcilable opposites, 
‘beauty’ and ‘inquisition,’ which cannot be brought together. 
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Here, says Jung, 'we find ourselves outside the domain covered 
by the views of Freud and Adler, for we are no longer con¬ 
cerned with the question of how to deal with the obstacles that 
hinder a man in the practical expansion of his personal and 
social relationships.^nstead(we are confronted with the task of 
finding a meaning which will make possible the very coptin- 
uance of life, in so far as it is to be more than mere resignation 
and mournful introspection.’ 3 Jung’s theory is that, then the 
unused psychic potentialities in the unconscious ‘activate a 
more or less primitive analogy of the conscious situation in. 
the unconscious, together with an earlier mode of adaptation.’ * 
This is throw n into consciousness i n the form of the primo r dial 
images. (.But the dream symbols, though they contain the 
possibilities of a new adaptation and point to the presence of 
the forces which can help to bring it about, are always ambig¬ 
uous and ambivalent^) Their irruption into jQonsciousness, 
though it brings the seed of new growth, means a disruption. of 
the existing conscious pattern, and therefore on one side a 
disintegration and death. There is a longings for renewal of life 
and jjrowth. buL_al the same time a longing to escape it; 
mingled desire and fear, hope and despair. ‘The collapse of 
the conscious attitude at first feels like the end of the world’} 
indeed images itself as such: ‘quite at the beginning some¬ 
times stands the cosmic catastrophe’—the Gulf ‘claims’ every¬ 
thing. 

( The dominating i mage,always appears as that of isater, 
having the ambiguity of all the primordial images in that Jt 
symbolizes means and ends of both life and death, and both 
as inseparable parts of one process^In this context, as the first 
phase of ‘transformation,’ it symbolizes to Jung the uncon¬ 
scious itself, the depths of himself through which a man must 
descend before rising again; or the depths in which he fishes 
for the answers to his riddles. But it is the symbol too of ‘the 

* Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, p. 76. 

4 Psychological Types, p. 231. ^ 
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way of initiation,’ of the possible transformation. ‘Manifestly, 
primitive initiations are transformation mysteries of the 
greatest psychic significance.’ 5 In particular he sees the original 
concept symbolized into the ritua l of-J ja ptism^ as one of the 
great milestones in the history of man. It meant that his 
development had risen to the level of the idea that the ‘natural 
man’ could be transcended; that there was another dimension 
of being into which he could be born. Jung sees all primitive 
initiations as the original objectifications of this psychic 
process of metamorphosis, felt afresh by every individual who 
lives the experience behind the symbols, and given new forms 
by the creative artist in the terms of his own personal vision. 


In his memorial lecture on Yeats, Eliot says that the great 
poet is the man who ‘out of in tense .and personal experience is 
able to express a general truth; retaining all the particularity 
of his experience to make it a general symbol.’ This is what 
The Waste Land does./rhe presence of sterile degeneration and 
the necessity of regeneration and change is the general truth 
behindjt and its central themey.But there is nothing clear-cut 
and simple about this experience in the life of the individual. 
\ Spring does not follow winter in an orderly rhythmical 
sequence in the psychic world.^Tobe ‘born again of water and 
the spirit’ is as momentous and crucial an experience as the 
psychologists now tell us human birth is to the infant; wit h 
t he difference that to the a dul t is add e d all it s,conscious 
pr oblems in the worlds of m oral, c hoice a nd a ction , and all its 
desperate ' conflicts betw een belief .and doubt. Moreover, the 
experience is additionally complex and difficult in the midst 
of a society in which all the traditions of Western civilization 
in which it has been symbolized have become ‘undecipherable.’ 
The Waste Land is the translation of all this into the language 
of poetry; a dramatization of the struggles of the poet in this 

* Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, p. 256. 
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situation, created through the use of symbolic transformations. 
The background of anthropology and the evocation of the past 
through the allusions to its literature give us the clues, but it 
is their rhythmic inter-relationships with Eliot’s own use of 
language which give us the poetry. 

The notes give valuable help with the references, but not 
much else. Eliot does however tell us that t]ie figure of 
Tiresias ‘although a mere spectator and not indeed a “charac¬ 
ter,” is yet the most important personage in the poem, uniting 
ajl the rest. Just as the one-eyed merchant, seller of currants, 
melts into the Phoenician Sailor, and the latter is not wholly 
distinct from Ferdinand Prince of Naples, so all the women 
are one woman, and the two sexes meet in Tiresias. What 
Tiresias sees in fact is the substance of the poem?)But Tiresias 
is b lind, so the ancient seer seems therefore to represent the 
;ye of the mind, a u niv ersal contemp lati ve consciousness, al¬ 
most ‘the historical sense’ itself.. As such, it is the inner reality 
which subsists through all experience that he sees, which unites 
jast and present, men and women, the ‘characters’ in the poem' 
and the ‘I’ who is its mouthpiece^ 

(The structure of the poem is built up of contrasts, of 
which the most obvious and ironically dramatic are the series 
of ‘scenes’ from modern life, set against the memories of the 
myths related in From Ritual to Romance and The Golden 
Bough, nd supported by the suggestions evoked by Eliot’s 
vast store of literary reminiscence.LBut interwoven with these v 


so that the two constantly ‘melt into’ one another, (kre the 
pass ages of drama .on the psychological level, the confli cts 
and jcontrasts of mood, wh i ch again in their turn interpenetrat e 
an d interfuse) The whole experience is prefaced by an epigraph 
from the Satyricon o f Petroniui. .where a drunken sco ffer, .is 
foriding t h e her oic jpast. He speaks of the Cumaean afes 
most famous of prophetesses, to whom Apollo grantn^^Me 
of as many years as she had grains of dust in her But 
she forgot to ask for eternal youth, and so shriyifttL to , 
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nothing. Here the speaker claims he has seen her, hanging in a 
jar, and that when her acolytes asked: ‘What do you want?’ 
*she replied: ‘I want to die.’ The quotation reflects,both the 
scornful attitude olihe cqntemporary world towards ‘traditio n.’ 
and the despairing personal death-wish which is one a spect'o f 
T Eepoem’^em otlonaTpattern. I ts op posite is the conclusion,.the 
answer to a ffi fereht questioning about life, the r ecognitio n 
of the ^ peace which ma y be the result of the willing ac¬ 
ceptance of a symbolic death and a discipline of directed 
ac tiofafTh is peace is not achieved in the poem, but its appear ¬ 
ance as a po ssibi lity is its most importan t psychological content! 
The psychic drama of the whole is enclosed within These Two 
conflicting visions. 


j\The conflict is present in the opening lines, where in image, 
rhythm and association the themes are given their first state- 
^ment^Nature awakens to new life and fertility in its eternal 
- cycle; the ‘shoures swete’ hailed by Chaucer have come. But 
this is no glad welcome to the spring. The poet’s feeling 
•i t owards both winter and April, toward s the suspension of life 
jin w hic h he is living, and, towards a rebirth, is ambivalen t, 
■’ ‘mixing memnry_a nd desire .’ One impulse of both memory and 
; desireis towards the apathy and oblivion of winter.(^ha.possi- 
;bili^yj>£^renewal, the th ought of bein g stirred into pqtency 
and growth, th e c ompulsion tovta rds.itJelt i n thtf rhvthm .o f 
th e first four lines, are mated and ming le fl with a. fear and 
rffiictance which drive him back to safe forgetfulnes s.) Then, 
without transition, there is a sudden cha nge to a rhy thm^ 
release an dliehtness. It is an escape, but into what? Into a 
w orld where seasonrare only a mat ter of scenery and sport s 
■ and trav el, of r ain and sunlight o n mounta in or vaUey,jof 
; the light superficial c hatter of roo tless, cosmopolit an tourists, 
' s puing g^ onpg jgf v ft - ftro no p art of the rhythm of the life-cycle. 
>These are some of the inhabitants of the Waste Land. There is 
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n o release amo ng them, and in the sonorous rhythm of biblical 
echoes, t he poet asks his first question and is answered 
cryptically in terms of doom.TThejnyths of the ancient world 
" are^a heap of " b roke n images’; the desert is waterless.. The 
.passage in Ecclesiastes to which Eliot refers us, tells of the 
coming of death ‘when fears shall be in the way . . . and, 
.desire shall fail: because man goeth to his long home . . .[ 
Then shall the dust return to earth as it was.’ The next lines, 
are very elusive. In contrast to the ‘stony rubbish,’ the prophet 
says: 

Only 

There is shadow under this red rock, 

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock), 

And I will show you something different from either 
Your shadow at morning striding behind you 
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you; 

I will show you fear in a handful of dust.|l* 

There s geqis to be an ironic echo of Isaiah: ‘And a man shall 
be as the sha dow o f a g reat ro ck iji a weary land , as riv e rs'of 
water in a dry place.’ But the redness of the rock remains 
rather baffling. May it be a reference to the Mount of Pur- 
gatory red dened .by.jhe. setting, sun. in Canto ffi of. the. Pnr- 
gatorio? Dante notices that his figure casts a shadow on the 
rock while that of Virgil d$es not. Yfegil tells him that he casts 
no shadow because he no longer has a body. If we wrest a 
gloss from this(i^would be*tha t to accept purgatory while 
still in the body, to ‘come in %t^er the shadow of this rj5 
rockL would in one way be t o become ‘fear in a handful of 
dust.’ Bq t it would be different fronfthe living death of the 
monotonous empty round of .. 

Your shadow at morning striding behind you 
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you. 

A handful of dust mo reover, though It ma y be a sy nonym for 
d eath c a n become fruit ful soil with thqjplp of ‘spring rain/ 
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B ut there may be no lit erary reference at all. We may read 
it purely in terms of emotion and sensation. First the desert 
scene in all its parching heat and drought; then the hope and 
longi ng for relief and shade; the mocking invitation to come 
and find something different from the loneliness and emptiness; 
and fi nally the sardonic revelation of hu^flfljgglitj^without the 
shado w giving it the shape of a manj (‘fear in a handful of 

dasW- ' ; 

There is the same collapse into the deadening sense-»f 
paralyzed hope in the next sequence. As the water image 
breaks in, the rhythm breaks into buoyancy with the fragment 
of the_iiailer!s.^Qng.in. the..firaLa£t oi.Tr.is tan j^nd. Isolde^the 
wind blows fresh from the homeland, where are you lingering?’ 
But the passage ends with a line from the third act, ‘empty 
and blank the sea^’ sung as Tristan lies dying and there is 
no sign of Isolde’s ship. The sea proves t r aitor; i t js the arrest 
of con summation, its cpUapse Jnto the waste of waters, which 
remains.^ncTFetween the two quotations is the suggestion of 
another frustrated love, an arrested spring, a thwarted fulfiK 
ment. The Hyacinth garden brings the reminder of a fertility 
festival; the picture of the girl that of spring and abundance 
and an exquisite promise. But the conclusion is the torture 
of a vision seen and felt, with the power of creative response, 
of speech, movement, interpretation, withheld. From a refer¬ 
ence in the notes to the next section, which connects this pas¬ 
sage also with The Tempest, I think we are meant to have a 
memory of Ferdinand and Miranda; of Prospero striking 
Ferdinand into immobility by a spell, and his remark 
spirits, as in a dream, are all bound up.’ 

The thrusting forward of the life-cycle in the opening lines 
of the poem has had no parallel in the life of the spirit. There 
we have seen only the trivial tourists, the successive symbols 
of drought and death and the frustration of any consummation. 
With the ent rance n f Madame Sosostris a nd her-‘wirkftd parliji 
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o f cards ’jme-movelo another, variation of the life-death theme, 
c oloured by minglin g tones of satiric ‘levity’ and serious signifi- 
cance..JVe move too into an area of the poem where the con- 
temporar y scene must be juxtaposed to its parallel in the past. 
For Madame Sosostris,- with her name suggesting a Greek- 
Egyptian origin, is a modern, vulgarized version of the Egyp¬ 
tian diviners and practicers of magic, who professed to control 
fertility, and to forecast the rising arid falling of the waterfof 
the Ni le throu gh the Tarot cards. But she is no longer con¬ 
cerned with the ancient magic which sought to control the 
sources of life. What originated in a technique of mastery 
has become a m asquerade. Her reality is dead and she prac¬ 
tices her shady fortune-telling in an atmosphere of fear of 
the police: ‘One must be so careful these days.’ She has*a had 
cold—her voice is muffled and unclear. ■ Her message too is 
equally so! But she introduces us to characters and themes' 
which are developed later, and comments on them with the 
patter of her trade, while their true significance is unknown to 
her. The protagonist’s card is the drowned Phoenician sailor, 
aqd hence she tells him to ‘fear death by water.’ But the sailor 
is later a symbol of the effi gy of Adonjs put, into the sea at 
Alexandria and carried by the currentJto Byblgs_.and there 
welcomed with rejoicing as the promise of the rebirth of 
spring. Hi s ‘drowning’ is also a. symbol of baptism, so Madame 
Sosostris’ warning i s solely on the. leveLoLthe 3estructiye pos -, 
sTBIlifies Tiidden in the water symbol.!One of those is the' 
drowning iri'tHe”sBaIIow waters of the suffocating contemporary 
atmosphere,}the ‘human voices wake us and\we drown,’ of Mr. 
Prufrock^Another is the psychological death-wish) (^et anothefr^ 
I think(isthe temptation to drown out the moralancLspir itual 
problems^of thejjersonal life by the crea tive activity-oL-art 
'atonerTKIs is b orne out ¥y~ the quotation from The,Tempest 
which follows the introduction of the sailor symbol ‘(Those 
are p earls t h at .were, his .eyes) .’We_know that that quo^tion 
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and the lines that follow it j n Ariel’s song, are associated in 
( Eliot’s mind with t he tra nsmuting of life into art. 4 But thg. 
quota tion stands for much more than that. It is t he central 
sy mbolin th e po em for the whole process of metamorphosis 
i n both its d estructive and creative aspects. In the first, it 1 
pointsjto the change of the living symbols of the pas t int o 
i nanimate , inorganic, matter; the vision commemoratedinJhe 
whole W estern tradition has become opaque and lifeless asthe 
pearl—which again-is a disease in the life of the oyster. But 
jpjts, creative aspect, Ariel’s song reminds us of a supposed 
death bv drowning which in reality led to a regeneration 
t hrough ‘sea change.’ and a metamorphosis from blindness Jo 


OfiSLYtsion. 

s /Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, presumably symbolizes 
the quality of all the women in the po em. Like the woman in 
Gerontion, they j am-SiL the an tithesis of the idea of fertility.j 
Her name _s il gg pq ^ p n ^ £tm - and ^ numbing of sensitivity, 
.c oupled with the aridity_ q£ jocks .and a prefer ence fo r ‘situa¬ 
tions’ instead of fruitful union . Eliot tells us that^the man 
with three staves stands for the Fisher King himself, and the 
Wheel is the common symbol of cyclic patternj which also 
appears again in the ‘Death by Water’ section. Cleanth Brooks 
suggests that the merchant is one-eyed b ecause he is in pro¬ 
file on the card, t houg h later, as we shall see, th at too has, a 
f urther s ignifican ce. What Bex arries on his b a ck is t he secret of 
t he mystery cu lts, which were spread all over the anc ient 
world bv the Syrian traders . Eliot lells~us that, the Hange d 


Man is associated- in his mind with the Hanged God .o f 
Frazer, a m yth o f sacrificial death, an d withlfie hooded figu re 
irTIh e - pas s ag e- of t Re ^ HiscSIerto Emmaus in P art V. Heisnot 
f ound in the world of Madanifi_Sosostjds. 

The ‘ crowds~of~p edple , walking r ound in a ring’ form the 
transition to the final death theme of Part I , the horro r of 


*See the reference to Coleridge’s Kubla Khan on p. 21, and to the 
straggles of the poet on p. 31. 
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life jn the modern city. T he cit y was a maternaL symbol to-the 
anci ents, but it is now, ut terly barren . It is ‘unreal’ because it 
is cut off from both natural and spiritual sources of lif e, and 
because it no longer has anything, pf its old sense of ‘cojn- 
rpunity.’ Each individual exists .in drab loneliness, and the 
mass, ‘flowing’ over the bridge has no more human identity than 
the river flowing underwit. It is ‘unreal’ too because it js 
indeterminate in its mantle of brown fog, and finally, becaus e, 
like Baudelaire’s Paris, it has taken on the character of a scene 
in..a nightmare, ‘where the sp ect re in broad dayligbL-Stops 
the passer by.’ The figures are like those in Dante’s Limbo, 
who were never baptized, or those in the anteroom to Hell, 
‘those wretches who never were alive; who lived without 
prai se" orblam e ’; the neutrals., the. Mrs. Ecjuitongs. Their 
plight, in Da nte, is that.as they denied life, so ‘they have no_ 
hope of death.’ Thejchurch clock ‘with a dead sound on the. 
final stroke of nine,’ the ninth hour of the Crucifixion, brings 
no such memories to the inhabitants of the UnreajjCity. It 
is almost impossible not to let the associations spread further 
here. The reference which Eliot gives us to B ook. HI.p.LJthe 
Injerno for the line ‘ I had not thought death had undone sQ 
many,’ is followed immediately by the description of one 
‘who made, through cowardice, the great refusal’ During the 
next passage this" figure seems to merge, with Baudelaire’s 
s pectre and the passer by, with Stetson and t he p r otagon ist, 
and by extension through the mention of Mylae, (to all those 
who are called upon at all times and in all places to fight all 
kinds of battles^ In the last line-it"includes , als o the ‘hypo- 
c rite read er’ and the poet.himself. All these are tempted to 
‘the great refusal.’ and torn between the living death of the 
Waste Land an d thaL ^urtend£Lla-thg symbolic deat h which 
may bring rebirth/ 

\TEe agonized address to Stetson takes us back to the winter¬ 
spring statement of the theme in the opening lines^tThat corpse, 
you planted last year in your garden’ is a reference .. to the 
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myth of Osiris as the corn god.)Frazer tells us that at the yearly 
festival of the sowing of the grain, the priests used to bury 
effigies of the god made of earth and corn. ‘When these effigies 
were taken up again . . . the corn would be found to have 
sprouted from the body and this would be hailed as the cause 
of the growth of the crops. The corn god produced the corn 
from himself: He gave his own body to feed the people: he 
died that they might live.’ 7 But the tortured questioning of 
the protagonist has again the inextricably intertwined attrac¬ 
tion and repulsion of the opening lines. His imagination is 
filled with a medley of fleeting associations, catching up images 
already used, adding new ones, concentrating suggestions, and 
bursting into an intense semi-hysterical horror and confusion 
of response, as he is forced to face ‘the cruellest month’ and 
its implications. Will the metamorphosis from death to life 
take place or has the chill of cowardice blighted its growth? 
The next couplet 

Oh keep the Dog far hence, that’s friend to men, 

Or with his nails he’ll dig it up again! 

i 

takes us to a dirge sung over a corpse in Webster’s White 
Devil. There, the poet calls to 

The ant, the field mouse and the mole 
To rear him hillocks that shall keep him warm, 

and we already know that ‘winter kept us warm’ and that 
winter symbolizes the living death of the Waste Land itself. 
The song continues: ‘But keep the wolf far thence, that’s foe 
to men’—Eliot’s changes in the text carry on the anguished 
ambivalence of attitudes. The dog was a common symbol of 
aid to rebirth- Isis collected the pieces of the dismembered 


7 The Golden Bough, abridged edition, p. 376. 
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corpse of Osiris with the aid of dogs. 8 Or again, if the capitali¬ 
zation means the Dog star, Sirius, who was herald of the rising 
of the Nile waters, he would be ‘friend to man’ in the truest 
sense, ‘stirring dull roots with spring rain,’ and when the corpse 
was dug up it would have sprouted. Maybe there’s a hint of the 
Hound of Heaven, and that the ‘nails’ associate the Osiris myth 
with the Crucifixion. In any case the total emotional effect is 
that of an equal horror towards the living death of the crowd 
flowing over the bridge and the alternative of facing the cruel 
‘breeding’ that could bring fresh life. 


[ The second part, ‘A Game of Chess,’ deals directly with 
'the artificiality and lack of human or mythical meaning in the 
central ‘fertility’ situation, the marriage relation of men and 
women. )lt opens with a reminiscence of Cleopatra, but the 
vitality of the contemporary women in the dramatic glimpses 
that follow^is as that of queens on a chessboard compared 
with that on the ‘burnished throne’ of Egypt,] and their ‘games’ 
with men are nothing but an empty pastime or an open hostility 
ending in a stalemate. This is underlined by Eliot’s note refer¬ 
ring us to Middleton’s play Women beware Women with its 
chessplaying scene. There the game is used to distract the 
attention of a simple woman while the Duke seduces her 
daughter-in-law, and the seduction is described ironically in 
terms of the moves of the pieces on the board. (The whole 
play, indeed, is nothing but a battle of sexual intrigue, where 
piece after piece falls to the manoeuvres of the opponents until 
finally death checkmates all.) (The oppositions in the poem are 
superficially those of a woman’s room,] (created in the most 
lavish and luxuriant profusion of sense 7 impressions, and pre¬ 
paring the reader instinctively to hear of a passion which 

8 See also Petronius’ Satyricon, c. 71, ‘I beseech you to fasten beside 
the feet of my statue a dog, so that because of your beneficence I may 
attain to life after death.’ 
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matches the ^richness of its setting), with two dramatic dia¬ 
logues illustrating two aspects of the terrible emotional barren¬ 
ness of the modern worldly In each the woman could well be 
described as ‘the Lady of the Rocks, the Lady of Situations,’ 
for both give a picture where any fruitful relationship is absent. 
^Within the large contrasting oppositions the psychological 
Jhemes of the first part appear too.) 

There is no need to analyze the brilliance of the descriptive 
passage, with its loaded intensification of sensuous opulence 
and prodigality, its sensual imagery, and its echoes from 
Shakespeare and Virgil to create the memory of Cleopatra 
and Dido, two queens who chose death rather than life without 
love.llt is the startling intrusion of the word synthetic, in the 
description of the perfumes which 


troubled, confused 
And drowned the sense in odours 

that prepares us for the atmosphere of the artificial and un¬ 
natural which is to colour the following scene.)In the man and 
; woman playing their tragedy of negative frustration in this 
voluptuous setting we are once more to be in the living death 
of the Waste Land. But before we pass to that, we have a 
glimpse, through a picture on the wall, of the central theme of 
metamorphosis. ‘As though a window gave upon the sylvan 
scene,’ the poet evokes 

The change of Philomel, by the barbarous king 
So rudely forced; yet there the nightingale 
Filled all the desert with inviolable voice 

. There, in that world where the physical and temporal is tran¬ 
scended by the spiritual and eternal, her song gave meaning to 
her mortal pain. But she does not sing in the desert places of 
the present.) Here lust still triumphs, her voice is vulgarized, 
and the sustained sweetness of the last line quoted above coW 
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lapses into the tired disgust of ‘ “Jug Jug” to dirty ears.’ The 
picture is now meaningless, the fresh sylvan scene turns to 
‘withered stumps of time.^The vision of an opening window, 
and of the ‘stony rubbish’ of the Waste Land being filled with 
eternal song, is darkened and silenced. 

staring forms 

Leaned out, leaning, hushing the room enclosed. 

The inescapable nightmare of the present overshadows and 
imprisons all. The rich associations of light, colour, move¬ 
ment and perfume which the fertile verbal magic and fluid 
rhythms of the opening passage have aroused, fade out into 
elliptical, uneven lines, where the woman’s hair, her mood as 
she brushes it, and her voice, all share the syntax to create the 
atmosphere of compressed nervous tension. 'This mounts 
through the abrupt realistic dialogue that follows, and the 
atmosphere of dead negation invades and envelopes the room J 
Again there is questioning; staccato, insistent, nagging, and the 
answers bring images of death, nothingness, the horror of an¬ 
nihilation, the sound of the empty wind under the door. 
Through this the melody of the song of ‘sea<*thange’ breaks, 
‘Those are pearls that were his eyes,’ but only as a mockery 
in a meaningless ragtime. Now it is only a shred of memery of 
the life-giving symbol, wHich is powerless to assert itself in the 
world where water means only 


The hot water at ten 
And if it rains, a closed car at fear. 

A world ‘enclosed’ like that of the chessboard; a World where 
the ‘staring forms’ cannot be shut out, and where the ‘shuffling 
footsteps on the stair’ will end only by death’s knock on the 
door." 

The knocking on the door is the bridge to the next segue 
with the beat of its ominous refrain ‘hurry up 
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it’s time’ —the pub-keeper announcing the closing hour. If 
any choice is to be made, it must be before the final goodnight 
makes it too late. \But the women in the pub are also in a 
‘room enclosed.’ Their Cockney voices are the only melody 
within the refrain; vulgar, insensitive voices which speak of 
marriage, unfaithfulness, fertility and abortion at exactly the 
same level and in exactly the same tone as of a set of new 
teeth or a Sunday dinner*. Abortion, the deliberate destruction 
of life, has meaning only in terms of spoiling a woman’s looks. 
The word antique, echoed from the ‘antique mantel’ above 
which ‘the change of Philomel’ was displayed, brings here no 
memory of antiquity and its glories. They are as faded as the 
woman’s face. 'The goodnights of the group modulate into the 
voice of the mad Ophelia, the preface to another death by 
drowning, but a death which is self-destruction, the end of 
frustrated love, not a baptism and regeneration into a new 
birth.! 


In the Fire Sermon, the Buddha tells the assembled priests 
that all things are on fire, all things received as impressions 
through the senses or through the mind. ‘And with what are 
they on fire?’ ask the priests. The Blessed One replies: ‘With 
the fire of passion, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of in¬ 
fatuation; with birth, old age, death, sorrow, lamentation, 
misery, grief and despair are they on fire.’ The way of the 
disciple is to turn from the world, to become ‘free from at¬ 
tachment.’ The ‘fire’ described in this, with the quotation from 
St. Augustine, ‘To Carthage then I came, where a cauldron of 
unholy loves sang all about mine ears,’ are the background of 
this part of the poem. 

At the opening, the memory of Spenser’s marriage song and 
its scenes of nymphs and lovers preparing gaily for a wedding 
on the riverbank, haunt the picture of autumn desolation; 
but the scene is no more desolate than that of the pollution of 
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the stream by the modern promiscuous lovers of the summer 
nights. Then the theme of exile, of waters that can do nothing 
to slake the longing for release, sounds in the line, ‘By the 
waters of Leman I sat down and wept . . .,’ where the Baby¬ 
lonian captivity is interwoven with that of the Prisoner of 
Chillon. The wind ‘unheard’ before, turns to a cold blast 
bringing first the contrapuntal melody of Marvell. But the 
sound of ‘Time’s winged chariot’ and the vision of ‘deserts of 
vast eternity,’ are contracted to the rattle of the bones and of 
the grinning death’s head, ‘the chuckle spread from ear to 
ear.’ Spenser’s river and the sea in The Tempest shrink to 
‘the dull canal,’ the Grail Castle to the gashouse. The 
protagonist, the Fisher King and Ferdinand melt into a single 
figure. But no magic creeps by upon the waters, telling of a 
sea change. Only the slimy rat ‘crept softly through the vegeta¬ 
tion’; the bodies seen do not lie ‘full fathom five,’ but ‘naked 
on the low damp ground’*; the bones are not turned to living 
coral. Nor are they those of the men who were ‘sea-swallowed, 
though some cast again’ into a new life: they are 

Cast into a little low dry garret 
Rattled by the rat’s foot only, year to year. 

Instead of the song luring Ferdinand towards Miranda, or the 
hunting horns bringing Actaeon to Diana, it is the horns of the 
motors which herald the loves of Sweeney and Mrs. Porter, and 
the fragment of a vulgar ballad. Into this breaks momentarily 
another music, that described by Verlaine, in his sonnet on 
Parsifal, the purity of children’s voices singing of the Grail 
ritual. But that music cannot be sustained any more than 
that of Philomel’s ‘inviolable voice.’ To ‘dirty ears’ it too is 
vulgarized. The brown fog of the city again darkens and 
distorts reality, and in it the protagonist meets Mr. Eugenides, 
the Smyrna merchant. 

Of his counterpart in the ancient world, Miss Weston says; 
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‘As ardently religious as practically business-like, the Syrians 
introduced their native deities wherever they penetrated, found¬ 
ing their chapels at the same time as their counting-houses.’ 
But Mr. Eugenides now brings nothing but his merchandise; 
he is “one-eyed” because he has an eye to business only; his 
language is the ritual of commercial transactions. His invita¬ 
tion is to share promiscuous pleasures. His ‘cult’ may be (as 
Cleanth Brooks suggests) that of sexual perversion. 

The next passage, the scene of the typist and ‘the young 
man carbuncular,’ may have behind it a similar implied parallel 
between past and present. On the superficial level it is one 
more example of the debased attitude towards sexual relations 
between men and women. It is part of the irony of the whole 
section that it is not the fire of lust at all which is illustrated, 
but merely the complete indifference towards chastity. But it 
may be that Eliot is also recalling what Frazer describes as the 
‘sanctified harlotry’ of ancient rituals, by which, in order to 
promote fertility, a girl consorted with a stranger before mar¬ 
riage, the act being accompanied by a ritual feast and music. 
The introduction of Tiresias at this point, weaving his con¬ 
sciousness of the past through it all, points to two levels of 
meaning, and the flavour of debased ritua l is caught and 
emphasized by the entrance of the formality of rhyme to de¬ 
scribe its cheap tawdriness. I t is a sort of ghastly parody of th e 
fertility ritual , just as the evening home-coming of the city 
worker is a ghastly parody of Sappho’s lines to the evening 
star, and Stevenson’s Requiem, and her drying combinations 
‘out of the window perilously spread,’ a mockery of the 

Magic casements, opening on the foam 
Of perilous seas. . . . 

The line from Goldsmith again points the meaningle ssness of 
t he loss of chastity today,' and the record on the gramophone-^- 
like tihehnking oTthehuman heart with the throbbing of thie( 
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taxi—emphasizes the autom atic, mechanical nature of the 
s exual performanc e. The music arid rhythm of love is degraded 
to this, and it is this music which accompanies the poet in the 
Unreal City. 

' But then there is a swift transition. The line from The 
Tempest takes on its true context, and we can imagine ‘This 
music crept by me upon the waters’ to be followed by 

Allaying both their fury and my passion 
With its sweet air. 

‘O City City’ the poet cries, in distinction to the Unreal City. 
The city becomes for a moment the unit of public communal 
life, the Greek city, coloured by ‘Ionian white and gold.’ Its 
people are no longer a collection of neutral nonentities,' the 
crowds ‘walking round in a ring.’ The public bar is no longer 
a ‘room enclosed.’ The rattle of the bones, the chuckle of the 
death’s head, the sound of horns and motors and the me¬ 
chanical gramaphone fade into 

The pleasant whining of a mandoline 
And a clatter and a chatter from within 
Where fishmen lounge at noon: 

The fishmen have a corporate life, joined in a community and 
a harmony of work and relaxation, under the shadow of the 
church’s beauty and splendour. \ 

The river nymphs of the opening now change to the three 
Thames-daughters, whom Eliot associates with the Rhine- 
daughters of the Gotterdammerung. In Wagner’s opera, the 
nymphs lament the change in the beauty of the Rhine since 
they have been robbed of the gold they guarded. ^Here the 
Thames-daughters compare the pollution of the river in the 
present day, and its sluggish movement and cluttered surface, 
with the colour and liveliness and music and brightness of the 
Elizabethan scene. The three violated Thames-daughters then 
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sing separately, each telling her pitiful story ./The first, echoing 
Dante’s ‘La Pia,’ sets the scene in the Waste Land as a pur¬ 
gatory on earth—but a purgatory of no value since its suffering 
is not voluntary and purposive. Each singer treats her loss of 
chastity as inevitable and as bound up with the very soil of the 
Waste Land. The river or the sea at the scene of violation have 
no cleansing power. It is all meaningless; it is of no conse¬ 
quence; it has no relation to anything; it is part of the nothing¬ 
ness of life in general. 

This attitude is broken by the crashing chord which unites 
Buddha and St. Augustine, and we have Eliot’s note that ‘the 
collocation of these two representations of Eastern and Western 
asceticism as the culmination of this part of the poem, is not 
an accident.’ Both the great religious teachers see the de¬ 
structive elements in life in terms of fire. The broken prayer of 
the protagonist that he may be a brand plucked from the 
burning, leads on naturally to the next section, the possibili ty 
of the p urification . 


The ‘Death by Water,’ however, is no simple surrender into 
hope of rebirth through baptism. The Sibyl’s words ‘I wish to 
die’ are an undercurrent all through. The whole rhythm indeed, 
the quiet, drifting peace of it, suggest the pull towards final 
forgetfulness. Yet the fact that its central figure is a com¬ 
posite of the Phoenician sailor and the merchant points in the 
other direction. They are symbols of the initiates of the 
mystery religions, going back to the fertility cults with their 
ritual of consigning the effigy of the god to the sea and wel¬ 
coming it as reborn at the end of its journey, carried by a 
predictable current. On this level it symbolizes the relinquish¬ 
ing of ‘the natural man’ to ‘the current under sea’; to the 
metamorphosis suggested by ‘picked his bones in whispers,’ 
which seems to suggest both the disintegration of the old life, 
and the mystery and half-heard message of the new. It recalls 
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Ariel’s ‘of his bones are coral made’ and ‘the wild waves 
whist.’ It means ‘entering the whirlpool,’ a moment of ter¬ 
rifying surrender, but also the peace of becoming ‘free from 
attachment’ in Buddha’s words; from the attachments of the 
sense world, ‘the cry of gulls, and the deep sea swell’; from the 
preoccupation of charting an individual course; from the 
measurement of the importance of life in terms of ‘age and 
youth’ and of personal attraction: 

O you who turn the wheel and look to windward, 

Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as 
you. 

The poem is addressed to ‘Gentile or Jew,’ which sends us 
to the chapters in the Epistle to the Romans where Paul 
argues that the new life in Christ belongs equally to both. He 
insists too on the inseparability of life and death in the regen¬ 
eration: ‘so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were 
baptized into his death. Therefore we are buried with him 
by baptism into death.’ 9 


This memory forms the transition to the opening of the 
next and last section of the poem, where there is no peace. The 
knight may have taken the decision to set out on his quest, 
the initiate to submit to his trials, but the outcome is all 
uncertain, the ordeals only too present, (in this part of the 
poem there are no actors in the contemporary Waste Land. 

| Th e, drama, has become purely an inward one o f tortu red pe r¬ 
sonal consciousness, flung back and forth b etween hope and 
despai r\haunted bv landscapes of horror, lit onljnby allash of 
lightning, (refreshed only by the ‘damp gust bringing rain.’ 
But the poem does not end with the coming of rain) The Chapel 
Perilous i&jreached, but what happens afterwards is ambiguous, 
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and at the end the Fisher King, though the arid plain is 
behind him, is still fishing, still questioning if any achieve¬ 
ment is ahead.) 

St. Paul’s linking of baptism and death is the starting point, 
the biblical scenes evoked in a sequence of powerful sense- 
images. And the Christian mystery of life through death is 
linked with the vegetation myths in their great common 
thundering rhythm of hope and resurrection. But the conclusion 
of the opening passage may mean either of two things, or 
both. 


He who was living is now dead 
We who were living are now dying 
With a little patience 

That is, Tammuz, Adonis, Osiris, Dionysus, Christ, are no 
longer alive in the modern world. Mankind, whose life was 
fertilized and enriched through these symbolic concepts, no 
longer responds to them, ‘feeding a little life with dried 
tubers.’ But it may be a reference to the time between the death 
of the god and his resurrection—the time he spends in the 
underworld—or, for the disciple, the period of initiation, with 
the combined waiting and suffering which ‘patience’ implies., 
Certainly the protagonist is on his way to the Chapel Perilous, 
and his journey is through a drought more parching and ago¬ 
nizing than anything experienced before in the poem. The peace 
of ‘Death by Water’ seems utterly negated. There is not only 
no water and no sound of water, but there is not even silence. 
He is tortured by ‘dry sterile thunder without rain,’ and there 
is not even solitude; hostile figures ‘sneer and snarl’ at his 
endeavour, as he struggles up the sandy road or has the 
nightmare sense of constriction in a cave: 

t)ead mountain mouth of carious teeth that cannot spit 
Here one can neither stand nor lie nor sit 
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There is only the vision, which may be a desert mirage, of the 
hooded figure of the risen god who accompanied the disciples 
to Emmaus^jr 

This is but a glimpsed possibility, however, followed by what 
Eliot tells us is the theme of ‘the present decay of Eastern 
Europe’—the birthplace of all the religions of the ancient 
world. The quotation from Hermann Hesse in the notes says 
that already at least half of Eastern Europe is on the way to 
chaos. It goes along singing drunkenly in spiritual madness. 
The bourgeois laughs at these songs, the saint and seer hear 
them with tears. Eliot, giving the scenes the setting of the 
violet light of the twilight of civilization, and the ‘maternal 
lamentations’ of these lands that mothered ancient glories, 
creates a chaos of destruction and nightmare distortions of 
sight and sound. It is all ‘Unreal,’ partly because of the inde¬ 
terminate ‘hooded hordes’ and the outlines of the city; partly 
because of the phantasmagoria of horror which the vision 
brings; the sight of the falling cities, of the woman fiddling on 
her hair, of the bats with baby faces crawling down the walls. 
To this is added the medley of sounds: the ‘whisper music,’ so 
different from the whispers in ‘Death by Water’; the whistling 
bats beating their wings; the reminiscent bells, tolling from the 
towers—the symbols of aspiration—now ‘upside down in air,’ 
no longer created on human ground; and the echoing voices 
singing from the empty cisterns and wells that once held the 
living waters of faith. 

But though these may be suggestions of the nightmare of 
contemporary civilization, they are also parallels of the ghosts 
and ghouls which haunted the Chapel and Cemetery Perilous 
in the Grail romance, and Miss Weston sees these as all relics 
of the initiation ceremonies into the mystery cults concerned 
with the attainment of increased spiritual powers. They link 
with all the myths dealing with journeys to the nether world, 
and are all, according to Jung, different archetypal images of 
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and his journey is through a drought more parching and ago¬ 
nizing than anything experienced before in the poem. The peace 
of ‘Death by Water’ seems utterly negated. There is not only 
no water and no sound of water, but there is not even silence. 
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There is only the vision, which may be a desert mirage, of the 
hooded figure of the risen god who accompanied the disciples 
to Emmaus^r 

This is but a glimpsed possibility, however, followed by what 
Eliot tells us is the theme of ‘the present decay of Eastern 
Europe’—the birthplace of all the religions of the ancient 
world. The quotation from Hermann Hesse in the notes says 
that already at least half of Eastern Europe is on the way to 
chaos. It goes along singing drunkenly in spiritual madness. 
The bourgeois laughs at these songs, the saint and seer hear 
them with tears. Eliot, giving the scenes the setting of the 
violet light of the twilight of civilization, and the ‘maternal 
lamentations’ of these lands that mothered ancient glories, 
creates a chaos of destruction and nightmare distortions of 
sight and sound. It is all ‘Unreal,’ partly because of the inde¬ 
terminate ‘hooded hordes’ and the outlines of the city; partly 
because of the phantasmagoria of horror which the vision 
brings; the sight of the falling cities, of the woman fiddling on 
her hair, of the bats with baby faces crawling down the walls. 
To this is added the medley of sounds: the ‘whisper music,’ so 
different from the whispers in ‘Death by Water’; the whistling 
bats beating their wings; the reminiscent bells, tolling from the 
towers—the symbols of aspiration—now ‘upside down in air,’ 
no longer created on human ground; and the echoing voices 
singing from the empty cisterns and wells that once held the 
living waters of faith. 

But though these may be suggestions of the nightmare of 
contemporary civilization, they are also parallels of the ghosts 
and ghouls which haunted the Chapel and Cemetery Perilous 
in the Grail romance, and Miss Weston sees these as all relics 
of the initiation ceremonies into the mystery cults concerned 
with the attainment of increased spiritual powers. They link 
with all the myths dealing with journeys to the nether world, 
and are all, according to Jung, different archetypal images of 
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the same psychological process. There is always the danger 
that the psyche may not return to the world of men, but may 
perish in the desert of drought or pass permanently into the 
realms of phantasmagoria. The chapel here is surrounded by 
the graves and dry bones of those who have failed in the quest, 
and it is itself an empty shell, ‘only the wind’s home.’ One of 
the most painful ordeals of the knights, Miss Weston tells us, 
was the suggestion that the chapel itself was a delusion, and 
here it seems at first to be part of the same empty lifelessness 
of the towers and cisterns and exhausted wells. But it is not 
‘reminiscent bells’ that continue to toll, but the living bird that 
salutes the dawn and drives evil spirits to their lairs. 

The cock-crow heralds ‘a damp gust, bringing rain,’ but 
instead of experiencing the rain, we pass to the parable of the 
thunder, an Indian myth from the Upanishads. This is not the 
‘dry, sterile thunder,’ but the voice of the supreme Lord of 
^Creation, answering the requester his offspring that he should 
speak to them. Thus it is another version of the ‘question’ 
which runs through the poem. The answers are accepted by 
the protagonist as the way of active endeavour which will bring 
peace, but his own response is equivocal and wavering. In a 
passage of stirring rhythmical assurance and a mingling of 
seventeenth century dramatic echoes with his own powerful 
verse movement, he announces his entering of the ‘whirlpool’; 
the assertion of the ‘real,’ the act of life, an act outside the life 
and death cycle in the temporal pattern. 


What have we given? 

My friend, blood shaking my heart 
The awful daring of a moment’s surrender 
Which an age of prudence can never retract 
By this, and this only, we have existed 
Which is not to be found in our obituaries 
Or in memories draped by the beneficent spider 
Or under seals broken by the lean solicitor 
In our empty rooms. 
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But the surrender, though it is an irrevocable commitment, is 
partial only. In consequence, the second demand, ‘sympathize,’ 
brings little hope. After that ‘moment’s surrender,’ he has 
heard the key turn in his prison, just as Ugolino did in his 
hunger tower. He has heard no sound of the door being un¬ 
locked. He is still in the prison of negative isolation, the 
condition described by Bradley as ‘a circle closed on the out¬ 
side.’ It is the condition of the broken Coriolanus, broken 
because he was unable to keep faith with a central loyalty 
outside himself. It is in dreams only, and fleeting ones at that, 
that he can recapture the sense of freedom from imprisonment. 
Such an ‘aethereal rumour’ of release is the next fragment, with 
its beautiful flowing rhythm: the vision of a boat on a calm 
sea in the control of skilled hands. Had he been able to make 
the surrender complete that would have been the image of his 
own heart. 

The longed-for release from sterility, the resolution of the 
conflict in the opening lines of Part 1, Has not come. ‘Shall I 
at least set my lands in order?’ asks the FisHer King: can he at 
least try^to rebuild his ‘ruins,’ to abnegate the attitude of 
passive negation, to do something more ‘than sit fishing while 
‘London Bridge is falling down) falling down falling down.’ 
Then follows a series of quotations, which he says are ‘frag¬ 
ments I have shored against my ruins.’_ They are fragments 
like the ‘heap of broken images’ and the ‘withered stumps of 
time 1 in the rest of the poem\They tell of all that he longs for 
and feels unable to achieve.^But instead of merely lamenting 
the ktes of their reality ini the whole waste land of the present 
he sets himself to bring them into relation with his lands and 
his ruins^Each picks up the theme of rebirth woven through 
Ithe whole' texture of the poem, but instead of the. attitude of 
disgust towards the ‘dirty ears’ which can no longer hear that 
message, iq each fragment a poet speaks of the theme in rela¬ 
tion to his own personal emotional state. The first is Arnaut 
Daniel, the Provencal poet Dante meets in Purgatory. He tells 
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how he is suffering for his lustful life on earth, but how he 
welcomes his pain, he sings as he weeps, because of his hope 
of final redemption. ‘Then he dived back into that fire which 
refines them.’ Next is a line from the Pervigilium Veneris. It is 
a song of spring and fulfilmentV^The nightingale sings, her 
cruel memories forgotten, and the poet alone is sad and silent. 
‘When will spring awaken in me?’ he cries, ‘When shall I be 
as the swallow, that I may cease to be voiceless?’ Procne, 
Philomela’s sister, was changed to a swallow as a rebirth from 
her sufferings, and the connection is emphasized by Eliot in a 
note. The third line is from a sonnet by Gerard de Nerval, 
The Disinherited One. The poet, bereft and inconsolable, like 
‘the Prince of Aquitaine at the ruined tower,’ has lost all, but 
he resolves to reclaim and rebuild his heritage. 

These then are, as it were, memories which may help him to 
‘order’ his own lands, they give hopes of roots that may clutch 
and branches that may grow out of his ‘stony rubbish.’ But at 
the same time there is no image of renewed life in himself in 
this conclusion. Fragments shored against ruins bring no sense 
of organic union and renewed life. And the next quotation 
perhaps points to this, though it is very obscure and my inter¬ 
pretation is pure guesswork. Cleanth Brooks’ comment on it 
is this: 

‘The protagonist’s acceptance of what is in reality 
the deepest truth will seem to the present world mere 
madness. (‘And still she cried, and still the world pur¬ 
sues,/“Jug Jug” to dirty ears.’) Hieronymo in the play, 
like Hamlet, was ‘mad’ for a purpose. The protagonist 
is conscious of the interpretation which will be placed 
on the words which follow—words which will seem to 
many apparently meaningless babble, but which con¬ 
tain the oldest and most permanent truth of the race: 
Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata,.’ 

But this is not very convincing. For one thing it ignores the 
words ‘Why then lie fit you.’ Hieronymo in the play has been 
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asked to provide a ‘show’ for the entertainment of the king. 
He replies with these words, and says he has a tragedy he wrote 
in his youth. He plans to use this, fitting the actors to the 
parts he wants them to play in a drama of real life. Moreover 
there is another strange aspect of this play: 

Each one of us must act his part 
In unknown languages . . . 

He is not pretending to be mad at all in this scene, and the 
second half of the line, ‘Hieronymo’s mad againe’ stands by 
itself and is not, I think, in The Spanish Tragedy, but is an 
invention of Eliot’s. Hieronymo’s trouble, like Hamlet’s, is that 
he procrastinates and cannot take action. The times when he 
is really mad with grief are those when he ceases to argue about 
action, and so he says: 

I am never better than when I am mad; 

Then methinks I am a brave fellow 

Then I do wonders, but reason abuseth me; 

And there’s the torment, there’s the hell. 

May there have been an association of all these ‘fragments’ in 
Eliot’s mind? He is casting himself, ‘fitting’ himself in the 
parts, ‘in sundry languages’ of these other poets who have 
suffered and struggled to achieve new life. It is when he is 
‘mad,’ when he remembers ‘the awful daring of a moment’s 
surrender,’ that he feels ablg. to say the concluding words of 
the poem: 


Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata. 

Shantih shantih shantih 

Eliot’s note on the conclusion is: ‘Shantih. Repeated as 
here, a formal ending to an Upanishad. “The Peace which 
passeth understanding” is our equivalent to this word.’ But it 
is impossible to feel peace in the concluding passage. It is a 
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formal ending only. The atmosphere is coloured far more 
strongly by the image of destruction ‘London Bridge is falling 
down falling down falling down,’ and by the sense of attempt¬ 
ing to shore up the ruins by repeating words of comfort and 
strengthening of the spirit which may help him. But they are 
in foreign tongues, not translated into his own inner experience 
and so become a part of himself. Give, Sympathize, Control, 
Peace, remain abstract ideas; none of them has been trans¬ 
figured into a redeeming symbol. The surrender has been made, 
but it still seems a surrender to death, and the possibility of 
rebirth is still without substance or outline. ■ 
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CHAPTER VI 

The Hollow Men 
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Those of us who find ourselves supporting what Mr. 
Murry calls Classicism believe that men cannot get on 
without giving allegiance to something outside them¬ 
selves. I am aware that ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ are terms 
which provide unlimited opportunity for quibbling, and 
that no psychologist would tolerate a discussion which 
shuffled such base coinage; but I will presume that Mr. 
Murry and myself can agree that for our purpose these 
counters are adequate, and concur in disregarding the 
admonitions of our psychological friends. If you find that 
you have to imagine it as outside, then it is outside. 

T. S. Eliot. The Function of Criticism 


F ROM a letter Pound wrote to Eliot early in 1922, 1 we 
know that Conrad’s Heart of Darkness was very much 
in his mind at the time he wrote The Waste Land. He 
contemplated using the quotation ‘Mistah Kurtz—he dead’ as 
the epigraph, and was persuaded by Pound that it was not 
substantial enough to sustain that position. The only direct 
influence of the Conrad story is in the first of the songs of the 
Thames-daughters in Part III. Heart of Darkness opens with 
a very fine description of the Pool of London, and in the course 
of it Conrad writes: ‘Nothing is easier . . . than to evoke the 
great spirit of the past upon the lower reaches of the Thames.’ 
The detafl of ‘the tanned sails of the barges drifting up with 
the tide seemed to stand still in red clusters of canvas,’ is 
echoed in 

1 Eliot House Collection. Harvard. 
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The barges drift 
With the turning tide 
Red sails 
Wide 

To leeward . . . 

But the story itself, with its haunting creation of the lost soul 
who had obviously passed through the initiation into some 
savage mystery cult and had been broken by the experience, is 
not in any way evoked. Nor indeed is it in The Hollow Men, 
but the epigraph turns our attention to the story, and a study 
of it brings out some interesting parallels between some of the 
comments of Marlowe, who tells it, and attitudes which appear 
in the poem, and which we may perhaps attribute to Eliot at 
this time. 

Psychologically, the experience in The Hollow Men is even 
more despairing than that of the conclusion of The Waste 
Land. The full horror of the situation of spiritual stagnation 
is experienced, without the actively dramatized revulsion from 
the contemporary scene, or the actively dramatized inner strug- 
; gle between compulsion and revulsion towards personal change. 
The poet sees himself inescapably identified with his environ¬ 
ment, and any power of choice or movement towards action of 
any sort seems utterly paralyzed. It is a condition which Jung, 
as well a$ Eliot, characterizes symbolically as the meeting with 
the Shadow. To Jung it is the confronting of our own inner 
‘darkness,’ which means ‘bitter shock, though it is the indis¬ 
pensable prerequisite of every renewal of the spirit.’ The ‘death 
by water’ will appear first as a real spiritual death; the sur¬ 
render seems to lead to ‘a boundless expanse full of unprece¬ 
dented uncertainty, with apparently no inside and no outside, 
no above and no below, no here and no there, no mine and no 
thine, no good and no bad.’ 2 And this is the dangerous moment, 
‘in which the decision takes place between annihilation and 
new life.’ 

* Integration of the Personality, p. 70. 
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T he e ssential prelude to any new life is the appearance.of 
a new redeeming symbol from the unconscious which shall be 
a new centre of energy, the focus of fresh effort. No such 
symbol appeared in The Waste Land: the cock-crow brought 
no glad dawn, the damp gust no saving shower. The final pic¬ 
ture is of the lonely fisher with the arid plain behind him. All 
he can do is to recall ‘the awful daring’ of the moment of 
surrender, to remind himself of others who have succeeded in 
the quest, and pronounce the words at least of the saving 
formula. In The Hollow Men what the poet feels to be the 
redeeming symbol has appeared, but only to be lost again: 
hence the despair created in the poem. The faint heartbeat of 
the rhythm throughout, the recurrent images of deadness of 
sensibility, and the abstract vocabulary into which the poem 
finally passes embody a sense of psychic depletion far more! 
spectral than the violent emotional conflict in The Waste Land. 
Any hope that the ‘eyes’ may reappear is negated by the 
despairing acceptance of defeat, by the compulsion to avoid 
any further struggle; by the final failure even to continue to 
formulate positive and negative positions, and the resulting 
collapse into the whimpering announcement of annihilation. 

The dramatic oppositions too are no longer between symbols 
of a vital past and a dying present, or between creative and 
destructive attitudes towards experience. They are between 
different qualities of self-destruction—between Mr. Kurtz and 
Guy Fawkes on the one hand, and the hollow men, among 
which the poet himself is numbered. He can no longer project 
his own ‘darkness’ upon all the elements in his environment to 
which he feels alien, but superior. He can no longer find any 
release in the exposure of the hollowness and horror of a 
Sweeney, of a decadent ‘landlord,’ of a Madame Sosostris, of 
empty, aimless women and young men carbuncular. He himself 
is a dweller in darkness as deep as that of those he had so 
surely and cynically displayed, and far deeper than that of 
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those ‘lost violent souls’ in history or imaginative creation, who, 
if damned, were at least damned for overt action, and not for 
the condition of 

, | Shape without form, shade without colour, 
Paralyzed force, gesture without motion. 

The self-destruction by deeds, even if evil, is preferable to 
passive non-entity. ‘So far as we are human, what we do must 
be either evil or good; so far as we do evil or good, we are 
human; and it is better, in a paradoxical way, to do evil than 
to do nothing: at least, we exist.’ 3 The real Guy Fawkes, 
whose memory is now reduced to the light-hearted burning of 
him in effigy, to dances around a bonfire, and the begging of 
pennies for fireworks, at least had the courage of his convic¬ 
tions. Waiting in his gunpowder-filled ‘dry cellar,’ he was will¬ 
ing to face death in the ‘bang’ of an explosion of the House of 
Commons. Even Mr. Kurtz, who had succumbed to African 
‘black magic,’ goes to death ‘with direct eyes,’ with a ‘wide 
and immense stare embracing, condemning, loathing all the uni¬ 
verse,’ whispering his final summing up of human experience: 
‘The horror 1 The horror!’ Marlowe, confronted with the 
‘choice of nightmares,’ the choice between taking the side of 
Kurtz or that of the ‘mean and greedy phantoms’ of the purely 
commercial interests, unhesitatingly chooses loyalty to Kurtz. 
His terrible last words seem to him ‘the expression of some 
form of belief ... it had the appalling face of a glimpsed 
truth. It was an affirmation, a moral victory paid for by innu¬ 
merable defeats, by abominable terrors, by abominable satis¬ 
factions. But it was a victory!’ 4 

Marlowe himself, the imaginative rationalist, owns that 
when he himself faced death, it was in a ‘sickly atmosphere of 
tepid skepticism,’ a ‘vision of greyness without form,’ and that 

* Baudelaire, Selected Essays, p. 377. 

4 Youth and Two Other Stones. Joseph Conrad. Doubleday, Page & 
Co., N. Y., 1916, p. 172. 
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he found with humiliation that he ‘had nothing to say.’ He 
returns to Paris and to a mood when he moves through ‘the 
sepulchral city’ as through ‘some inconceivable world that had 
no hope in it and no desire.’ Finally he takes the packet of 
letters intrusted to him, to Kurtz’s ‘Intended,’ and in her he 
finds an ‘inextinguishable light of belief and love,’ based on 
the illusion that Kurtz had remained true to the end to her. 
and to his early ideals. ‘Her dark eyes looked out at me. Their 
glance was guileless, profound, confident and trustful.’ Nat¬ 
urally, Marlowe refuses to quench that faith and to let in ‘the 
triumphant darkness.’ He tells her nothing of the truth. ‘By 
the last gleams of twilight I could see the glitter of her eyes, 
full of tears—of tears that would not fall.’ 


But the symbol of the eyes in The Hollow Men, which are 
the only hope of overcoming the Shadow, cannot belong to any 
vision of romantic illusion, any more than they can be Kurtz’s 
‘wide and immense stare.’ In Part I they are the ‘direct eyes’ 
of those of assured faith, who have died, but later the symbol 
absorbs much richer implications. The opening of Part II is 
somewhat ambiguous, as it is difficult to know whether the 
‘there’ in the fourth line refers to ‘in dreams’ or to ‘in death’s 
dream kingdom’ (which is the death-in-life of the world of the 
hollow men). I read it that the poet dare not meet the direct 
eyes in dreams, for they light his ruins, reveal the lovely free¬ 
dom of wind and tree and arouse poetic and spiritual memories 
‘distant and solemn,’ in place of the ‘quiet and meaningless’ 
voices of the opening lines. His world is a dying planet, doomed 
to extinction, and he prays to be left in it, a stuffed effigy, a 
scarecrow, ‘behaving as the wind behaves,’ that is, acted upon, 
not acting, having no responsibility for his own fate. With 
terror he recoils from coming face to face with the eyes, from 

that final meeting 
In the twilight kingdom 
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when, in the purgatory of active spiritual regeneration he, 
like Dante, would see the severe eyes of Beatrice directed 
upon him, and hear her stern words of reproach.® 

Parts III and IV develop the horror of ‘death’s dream king¬ 
dom.’ The images of the dryness, the nullity, the emptiness are 
joined by further symbols of agonizing frustration. Both the 
worshipper and the thing worshipped are equally lifeless: 

Here the stone images 
> Are raised, here they receive 

The supplication of a dead man’s hand 

! 

i 

Faith can give nothing to satisfy the passionate desire for warm 
human comfort and communion, and he asks if death itself, 
‘death’s other kingdom’ would mean the same thing. 

The water symbol here has no regenerative value. It is the 
‘tumid river’ as described in Heart of Darkness: ‘this stillness 
of life did not in the least resemble a peace ... An empty 
stream, a great silence.’ Life is nothing but ‘this broken jaw 
of our lost kingdoms’—a packed image which suggests the 
deadness and dryness of existence, its incapacity for articula¬ 
tion and communication and its isolation from a body within 
which it could function as a living member. It also suggests 
the whole concept that such entity as jthis life has bears only 
; as. much relation to the whole ‘kingdom^ of man’s estate, as the 
single bone from which a zoologist guesses at the whole living 
organism that once existed. 

After this torturing picture of hollowness, loneliness, dark¬ 
ness" and deadness, we are reminded again of Dante and 
Beatrice; of how, after his repentance, she bathed him in the 
river of Lethe, and her stern gaze turned to smiling encourage¬ 
ment, to ‘eyes of light.’ Of how she conducted him upwards 
and he saw the Divine Essence as an intensely shining Point, 
‘and like a star in heaven the truth was seen’; and of how 


* Purgatorio. Canto XXX. 
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finally he saw Paradise as a ‘multifoliate rose' of saints, the 
crown and consummation of that willing condemnation to the 
spiritual purgatory of 'death’s twilight kingdom.’ But the con¬ 
clusion again is ambiguous. 

The^ hope only 

Of empty men 

may mean that even the hollow men hope for such a revelation, 
or, more probably, that it is only empty men who put their 
hopes so high, omitting any action towards climbing the mount 
of purgatory which must precede it. 

There is certainly no hope in the conclusion. Instead of any 
vision, any release, any forward movement, any light or any 
‘wind’s singing,’ there is the eternal going round in the cactus 
land, enclosed in time and place, in a childish nursery-rhyme 
world of make-believe. Then, passing out of the concrete 
evocation of physical parallels, the poet conceives of the 
Shadow as ‘paralyzed force,’ as that abstract principle of the 
negation of the will, which either uses the forms of prayer with¬ 
out the substance of action, or evades the issue by a post¬ 
ponement: ‘Life is very long.’ Finally, the Shadow triumphs, 
not in any vision of cataclysmic violence, as at the conclusion 
of Gerontion, but from sheer inanition of the spirit to make 
any affirmative response. The only possible step from the 
‘essence’ of the poet’s present despair, enclosed in his ‘dry 
cellar,’ would be the active ‘descent,’ the repudiation of his 
faint dream visions of empty hope, the entrance into the 
‘twilight kingdom.’ But he is lost in the Shadow, and his ‘world 
ends’ not in any self-chosen dark night of the soul, but in a 
sense of tormented, whimpering vacuity. 
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CHAPTER VII 

Ash Wednesday 
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Love has her priests in the poets, and sometimes you 
will hear a voice which knows how to hold her in honour: 
but not a word will you hear about faith. Who is there 
who can speak in honour of this passion? 

S. Kierkegaard. Fear and Trembling 

E LIOT has said that there are essentially two ways in 
which poetry can add to h uma n experience. One is by 
perceiymg~and' recording the world of sense and feel¬ 
ing at any given moment; the other by extending the frontiers 
opthat world Into a wider and loftier one. It is Dante above 
all who thus extends the frontiers of actuality, and Eliot in 
his own way has done the same thing. Although no poetry 
could be more concrete in detail, image and scenery, all are 
"part of an inner world, a visionary and symbolic landscape. 
In Ash Wednesday this landscape changes its character. Some 
of tEe~oId symbols remain, but their-emotional quality is 
-subtly changed and shifty by the appearance of new ones 
which combine with thenif The new dominati ng figu re is tha t of 
- a Lady , but i nseparable from h er is a garden, a rose, a foun- 
t ain and two vew trees. T hese all form a new symbolic centre, 
in which the poet finds a renewal of life. They alternate with a 
dese rt of sand and of b l ue rocks, a nd there are further con¬ 
trasting images of sounds and silence; of movement and still- 
, ness; of disintegration and reintegration; of light and darkness; 
lof loneliness and companionship)^ The fragments of liturgy 
appearing in most of the separate poems also take on the 
character of a symbol; and the whole is controlled by images 
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of transition, of ‘turning’ from one condition to another, and 
in the third part, of climbing a circular stair. It is obvious that 
> the whole poem is coloured by religious and literary tradition, 
but its particular quality is entirely its own. 

In Ash W edne sday,* what Jung calls the ‘dangerous moment,’ 
tEe~hovering between the possibility of permanent distortion 
or of tlie total arrest of growth on the one hand, and the possi¬ 
bility of Fertility springing from spiritual renewal on the other, 
is_ overr That was present throughout The Waste Land, but 
was at its greatest intensity in The Hollow Men. There, ‘unless 1 - 
the eyes reappear,’ the spirit seems doomed to permanent 
imprisonment in the ‘dry cellar’ of the ego. But in Ash Wednes- 
(/a_y_that danger is past. This does not mean any assured posi¬ 
tion of safety and security, but Jt means that the new redeeming 
symbols are e£tablished_as the new centre from which the new 
life will radiate and in which it has its being. It is to passjrom 
dwelling wholly in ‘death’s dream kingdom’ to the ‘dream- 
crossed twilight’ of a new world; to feel, at least intermittently, 
the capacity to experience reality, act, creation, response, 
fipasm, existence. Instead of the sense of complete exhaustion 
and defeat, there is one of a gradual spiritual clarification, of 
process and progress, though within that, there is still both_ 
progression and regression, ‘a rhythm of destruction and con¬ 
struction, of error and truth, of loss and gain, of depth and 
height.’ 1 

The emotional condition may seem little different from that 
in The Hollow Men, but the attitude toward the condition is 
changed completely. The complete passivity of the opening 
goem has nothing in it of negative frustration. In place of 
hopeless abandonment to the blighting power of the Shadow, 
t he com pulsion to evade and escape, there is the willed renun¬ 
ciation and patience tof a chosen attitude. Jung describes this 
as a condition of ‘not doin g,’ which is quite different from that 
of ‘doin g nothing’; a con dition through which the new forces 

1 Jung. Integration of the Personality, p. 89. 
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alive in the newjymbols gain strength by allowing the m p os¬ 
session; by bec oming object n ot su bject. The symbols them¬ 
selves dramatize the inner conflict, while the conscious will 
collaborates by its own disciplines. In Eliot’s poem this, is 
represented forcibly by the reminders of traditional worship to 
which the poet turns perpetually in his distress. The individ - 
^ual vision of his personal redeeming symbols comes an d g oes, 
but prayer is a technique of concentration to. whichJie reverts 
throughout. The poem returns again and again to it; to the 
submission of the peniteht, to the ordering power of a dis¬ 
cipline, to the placing of the individual within the traditional 
corporate experience of the race. At the same time it Js..a p oem 
of intensely personal emotion, though it is removed .framjmy- 
thing like romantic subjectivism by the interposing of the 
symbolic emblems, and by the distancing of the whole experi¬ 
ence into its own esthetic world, - ~~~ 


Of the particular qualities of this world Eliot himself has 
given a description in his essay on Dante. Commenting there 
on the similarities between the Vita Nuova, and The Shepherd 
of Hernias of the second century, he says: ‘The similarities 
might prove that a certain habit of dream imagery can persist 
throughout many changes of civilization ... I suggest that 
possibly Dante, in his place and time, was following something 
more essential than merely a “literary” tradition.’ Eliot defines 
the general medieval practice of allegorizing experience as the 
ordering of it into ‘clear visual imagery,’ which sprang from the 
quality of thinking in an age when men still saw visions. ‘We 
have nothing but dreams, and we have forgotten that seeing 
visions . . . was once a more significant, interesting and dis¬ 
ciplined kind of dreaming.’ The work of* Dante, he says, ‘be¬ 
longs to the world of what I call the high dream, and the 
modem world seems capable only of the low dream.’ . 

Ash Wednesday certainly belongs to . the world of high 
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dream, and its reminiscences of the world of Dante have been 
pointed out frequently. More particularly the figure of the 
Lady inevitably recalls that of Beatrice . Eliot’s own remarks 
on the Vita Nuova suggest strongly that he *=ppg in the stnry_nf 
t he relationship of Dante t n Rpatrirp a m^ ute of the person al 
and the imaginative wlir 1 ' 1 p arallels something in his own l ife, 
something which also had its root in a childhood memory. He 
sees it as a fundamental human experience which can be unde r¬ 
stood only ‘by accustoming ourselves to fi nd meaning in final 
causes rather than in origins. ’ T he origins may a ppe ar physic al 
and sexual, but 'the final cause is attraction tow ards Go d.’ 
Again, when distinguishing "Between ' T rdmantlc r and ‘classical’ 
mysticism, Eliot declares that it is characteristic of romantic 
mysticism to substitute divine love for human love, whereas 
in Dante the effort was to enlarge the boundary of human 
love so as to make it a stage in the progress toward the divine. 
It was a method of utilizing, trans forming instead of disca rd- 
in&the emotions l ^~~arfrilRsrpnrn ) whereby the area of the 
emotion was extended, through the expre ssion of love as 
contemplation of the bea uty and goodness of the b eloved - 
object. He regards the experience which forms the material 
of the Vita Nuova as the material of adolescence, blit han¬ 
dled by a mature man with the philosophy which assigns a 
place to such experience. 

He concludes that the Vita Nuova, besides being an example 
of ‘vision literature’ is ‘a very sound psychological treatise on 
something related to what is now called “sublimation.” ’ In 
this Jung would certainly concur, and would interpret both 
Beatrice and the Lady as exampl es of the jmima arc hetype, 
t he woman image which, according to his theory, nypilarly 
appears this stage in the process of ‘transformation ?*-^ 
anitna, in spite of its name, is in no sense a ‘soul’ image in th e 
religious se nse. I j is the ‘contra-sexual compon ent’ alive In 
every m an, a nd its images, like the other archetyp es, have both 
qsatiya and d o< f+ j ‘ ,i '- fi ' ,, ° In itself it is a primitive a nd 
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compulsive force^which, when it has no ‘ordering’ function, 
may be created in man’s myth-making imagination as Venus, 
or Helen of Troy, as Morgan le Fay or La Belle Dame sans 
Merci. ‘An element of the supernatural always adheres to the 
anima. This must be so, since she is an entity living almost 
entirely in the “other world” of the unconscious.’ But as a sym¬ 
bol in the process of spiritiial-jftgtmer atinn, the figure; alway s 
appears to hold ‘something like a secret intentio n, which seem s 
to spring from a superior knowledge of the laws of life . . . 
and the more this meaning is. recognized, the mor e does the 
anima lose its impetuous, impul sjvg anrl compulsi ve- ch a r acter.’ 2 
It becomes instead the sym bol of hidden wisdo m, t he ‘enlight - 
ener,’_the mediating function be tween the consci ous ego and 
the inner world of the unconscious. It is the ‘enabling’ power, 
though at the same time "it remains mysterious and ambiguous, 
‘a complexly opalescent phenomenon.’ 


The poem as a whole has much that is mysterious and am¬ 
biguous in it, in spite of several elucidations, 3 and we cannot 
hope to find any easy allegorical content of the various symbols. 
They remain ‘complexly opalescent,’ as do the constantly shift¬ 
ing moods and tones. And just as it takes us into a new world 
of psychic experience, so is its rhythmical organization, imagery 
and language unlike any earlier poem of Eliot. It swings with 
the ‘turning world’ of the poet’s inner consciousness, while it 
is framed and controlled by the unchanging ritual of common 
prayer. 

It has been pointed out 4 that t he condition in the opening 
jjoem is that of J he in itiat e who enters the ‘dark night ’ of 
St. ToHiTbTtKFCro ss. Hejnust achieve ‘a spiritual detachmen t 
from all things, whether sensual „oi_spirityal, and a leaning on 

* Integration of the Personality, p. 80. 

’Leonard Unger in T. S. Eliot. A Selected Critique. E. E. Duncan 
Jones in T. S. Eliot. A Study of His Writings by Several Hands. 

4 By Leonard Unger. 
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purest.ailb- alon e^~There is a quiet acceptance of te mporary 
exile from hope and a refusal to admit despair in its place. 
Instead, the act of renunciation itself can be made a causefoF 
rejoicing, since it is a willed act, an annunciation in positive 
terms of submission to the ‘negative way .’/When we know that 
the first line is a translation from a f arewell b allad of Guid o 
Cavalcanti to his ‘lady,’ d escribing his afflictions dying in 
exile from her, it adds much to its force. The inner interplay oh 
‘turn’ and ‘return’ comes in from the start, and t he sense- of 
egilejr om a loved figu re as well as from ‘the usual reign.’ The 
poet has p ut aside all ‘striving’ ; all the mood of Shakespeare ’s 
so nnet 5 where, weeping his outcast state, he curses his fate, 

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope . . . 

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope. 

Shakespeare finds release in thinking of his love: 

and then my state, 

Like to the lark at break of day arising 
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate; 

For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings 
That then I scorn to change my state with kings. 

But this kind of happy c ha nge from frustrati on to fulfilment 
h as no p lace in Eliot’s, mood—In a parenthesis he suggests 
‘(Why shnnlr[ thp. aged eaglp stretch its wings? )’ where the 
sensation matches the striving of the line before, and there is 
an implied con trast to Shakespeare’s lark. The image has been 
related 4 to a medieval legencj thal the~"eagle in old age flies 
up to the sun, where his feathers are burnt off and he falls into 
a fountain of water whence he issues with his youth renewed^ 
In this way it is a symbol of spiritual regeneration! In th$[ 
context Eliot seems to be suggesting simply ‘Why identify one* 


«No. XXIX. 

4 By E. E. Duncan Jones. 
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self with any regal image of dramatic renewal?’ The renuncia¬ 
tion of ‘striving’ involves the renunciation of all that order of 
‘state’; the kingdom, the power and the glory of the ‘usual 
reign.’ 

’ But the second verse implies the further renunciation of 
spiritual as well as material power and glory. In the love-code 
of the Provencal lyric poets, their ‘lady’ represented an object 
outside possessive sexual love. While she was worshipped as a 
human being, she was contemplated also as the source of as¬ 
piration and inspiration on the highest spiritual level. Caval¬ 
canti is bidding farewell to that too, and here it is the hope of 
the return of such spiritual strength, as well as the hope of 
temporal and ‘actual’ joys that the poet puts behind him. He 
renounces ‘the infirm glory of the positive hour,’ but also ‘the 
one veritable transitory power,’ the one thing ‘in this brief 
transit where the dreams cross’ (Part vi), which gives him a 
sense of relationship between this world and some firm glory 
beyond it. This is the Lady herself, ‘the blessed face and voice,’ 
and the garden and the fountain, ‘there, where trees flower and 
springs flow.’ Instead of the vision of the Lady and the power 
to drink from her symbolic fount of life, ‘there is nothing 
again,’ and he turns to make something of that nothing, turns 
from the contemplation of ends to that of means. Cause and 
consequence seem paradoxical when the renunciation of hope 
can bring rejoicing, but it is in faith and penitence alone that 
such an attitude can be sustained, and the broken rhythms of 
the opening become firm and affirmative as they assert that 
.attitude. Instead of the endless torturing turnings of self¬ 
debate, 

; ' These matters that with myself I too much discuss 
Too much explain 

lie submits himself in prayer to the mercy and judgment of 
God. 

The wings of his spirit are neither those of the ag&d eagle 
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nor those of the lark singing at heaven’s gate, but nevertheless 
they do not drop or droop. They ‘beat the air’; they have a 
winnowing function, and their action suggests too his own 
chosen condition of active patience in the small dry air of 
complete deprivation. His will at least need not capitulate and 
accept the resignation of despair. It is the distinction between 
‘not doing’ and ‘doing nothing’; it is both caring and not caring. 

The conclusion in the words from the Ave Maria merge the 
individual consciousness into the collective response repre¬ 
sented by ritual. The words of the familiar invocation both 
blend and contrast with the emotive power of his own lines. 
They also replace his own lost vision of ‘the blessed face and 
voice’ with thoughts of the supreme mediating ‘Lady’ of the 
Church. 


In his essay on Pascal Eliot says: 

It is a commonplace that some forms of illness are 
extremely favourable, not only to religious illumination, 
but to artistic and literary composition. A piece of 
writing meditated, apparently without progress, for 
months or years, may suddenly take shape and word; 
and in this state long passages may be produced which 
require little or no retouch ... he to whom this 
happens assuredly has the sensation of being a vehicle 
rather than a maker. 

I have no means of knowing if the second poem of Ash 
Wednesday was composed in this way, but it is certainly one 
of the passages in Eliot which reads as if it had come without 
conscious effort. There is a feeling of exhausted vitality in the 
first poem, where the conscious will is. labouring, to ‘construct’i 
an advance on the principle of causation and consequence, andf 
the wings of the spirit are ‘merely vans to beat the air.’ Prayer ^ 
the c oncentration on the traditio nal rit ual of medi ation, i s the 
Qnly a gtiyityyand it is c arried on in ay atmosphere of shrinkage 5 
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and cons trictio n which, however gladly accepte d, is by defini¬ 
tion t he depr ivation of both sense and sp irit . In the second 
poem, however, the rejoicing in the situation is no longer a 
imatter of a discipline of renunciation. It has translated itself 
unto the spontaneity of vision, into joyous, grotesque and beau¬ 
tiful symbols] The desert of The Waste Land is seen in a new 
light. There the disintegration of the personality was 

A heap of broken images, where the sun beats, 

And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief, 

And the dry stone no sound of water. 

But here the whole emotional colouring is changed. The bones 
are not ‘stony rubbish’ or those later ‘rattled by the rat’s feet’; 
the dead tree is a live juniper; the beating sun has given place 
to ‘the cool of the day’; the negative ‘no sound of water’ to the 
positive ‘quiet.’ The cricket which brings no relief has become 
the chirping grasshopper; the red rock of the subsequent lines 
has dissolved into the radiant whiteness and brightness which 
lights the whole poem, (the liturgical colour of faith and joy); 
and ‘fear in a handful of dust’ is thereby transformed into ‘the 
blessing of sand’ and the happy bones ‘glad to be scattered.’ 
For the scattering of the bones is the symbol of the dissolution 
of the old ego as the centre of being, while the Rose and the 
Garden become the new centre. ‘Belladonna, the Lady of the 
Rocks/The lady of situations’ has been transformed into this 
gracious reconciling figure through whom the poet reaches his 
revelation, and to whom, therefore, the bones address their 
song. The song itself has none of the formality of a traditional 
litany, but is a fresh and personal creation of the central 
symbolism. 

The specific reference is to the thirty-seventh chapter of 
Ezekiel, the vision of ‘the valley which was full of bones,’ and 
to this is added an association from 1 Kings XIX. When 
Elijah fled from Jezebel, ‘He went a day’s journey into the 
wilderness, and came and sat down under a juniper tree: and 
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he requested for himself that he might die.’ And when Ezekiel 
went to the valley of the bones: ‘There were very many in the 
open valley, and lo, they were very dry. And he said unto me, 
Son of man, can these bones live? . . . Again he said unto me, 
Prophesy upon these bones and say unto them ... I will 
cause breath to enter into you, and ye shall live . . . Prophesy 
unto the wind ... So I prophesied as he commanded and the 
breath came into them, and they lived.’ 

The three white leopards have puzzled commentators, but 
perhaps Eliot did have a dream in which he saw them! They 
are in the tradition of all the devouring myths in which the 
hero is swallowed and emerges regenerated, just as the scatter¬ 
ing of the bones tells of the same psychic reality as the dis¬ 
memberment of Dionysus or of Osiris. The leopards are devour¬ 
ing beasts, but obviously at the same time beneficent ones. 
Their whiteness and their quiet pose show them to be harmless: 
they lose terror in beauty. Moreover, as the bones know very 
well, the loss of the parts devoured by the leopards has made 
it possible for the brightness of the Lady to shine upon them. 
The ego which has been dispersed gladly relinquishes itself: ^ 

And I who am here dissembled 
Proffer my deeds to oblivion, and my love 
To the posterity of the desert and the fruit of the gourd. 

In these enchanting and chant-like lines, the body, whose old 
likeness has been changed and scattered (dissembled), re¬ 
nounces its past and the sensual aspects of its love. And having 
made the renunciation, it finds that the loss is not complete 
dismemberment. It is a losing and forgetting of the- old, fol- 
lowed by a ‘ recovery’ through which something new can come 
into being. The earlier emotions are not discarded, but utilized 
and transformed, and the area of emotion extended by centre¬ 
ing love in contemplation of the beauty and goodness of the 
beloved object: ‘Thus devoted, concentrated in.purpose,’ the 
wind of the spirit may come. 
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The reference to Ecclesiastes in the last line ‘and the grass¬ 
hopper shall be a burden, and desire shall fail: because man 
goeth to his long home/ is another detail in which the scene 
differs from its parallel in The Waste Land. It is the poem 
which the bones ‘chirp’ which is the ‘burden’ (the refrain of a 
song), and the ‘desire’ which has failed is not a prelude to 
death, but to a new aspect of love. 
t The ‘burden,’ with the mingled biblical and medieval flavour 
of the word, takes us into a new atmosphere in a litany to the 
, Lady, who is herself withdrawn ‘in a white gown, to contempla¬ 
tion, in a white gown.’ The Garden is a many-faceted symbol, 
suggesting the Garden of Eden where God walked ‘in the cool 
of the day’; the earthly Paradise of Dante; the rose-garden of 
the Romance of the Rose; and medieval hymns to the Virgin 
which allegorize the rose and the ‘garden enclosed’jof the Song 
■Of Songs as the womb of Mary. At'the ppening if the lyric, 
how ever, t he Lady is.the mediating figure between the two 
sequences of love, carnal and spiritual, and therefore subsumes 
Both:. 


Calm and distressed 
Torn and most whole . . . 

Exhausted and life-giving 
Worried reposeful 

She is the rose of memory and forgetfulness; of the forgotten 
past when his love was that of sense, and of memory of the 
‘one veritable transitory power’ which has nevertheless always 
been there. But from this she becomes identified with the ulti¬ 
mate meaning of love. The torments of’the temporal, the 
meaningless, and all the ambivalence of love in ifs aspect of 
desire, are transcended in a vision of,the Mother of the Word: 


the Garden 
Where all love ends. 
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From the measured cadences of this hymn we return to the 
rhythm of the opening passage and the bones sing gladly of 
their scattering and of their union ‘in the quiet of the desert.’ 
The poem ends with further allusions to Ezekiel. God tells the 
prophet to take two sticks to represent the nations of Joseph 
and Judah and join them together, ‘and they shall be no more 
two nations, neither shall they be divided into two kingdoms 
any more at all. . . . This is the land which ye shall divide by 
lot . . . for inheritance.’ But to the bones in their mood of 
happy assurance the divisions of love into carnal and spiritual 
no longer seems to matter. It is all one ‘area’; now desert, but 
holding within it the promise of the Garden. 

The ‘clear visual images’ of the third poem give perfect 
‘sensuous embodiment’ to the allegorical content. There is none 
of the intellectual reasoning of the situation as in the first, 
though there is the same necessity to ‘construct’ instead of the 
spontaneous release of the second poem. In place of the glimpse 
of grace, and the ecstasy of contemplation, the poet is again 
enclosed in spiritual darkness. The sense of the slowness of 
transition from stair to stair and its heavy labour hangs over it 
all. The ‘vapour in the fetid air’ is somehow harder to breathe 
than the air which is ‘thoroughly small and dry,’ and the 
turning and twisting, the ‘stops and steps of the mind,’ and the 
darkness and silence all create an atmosphere of nightmare. So 
do the figures seen and suggested.. His own vague ‘shape,’ 
twisted in struggle with the devil, which brings to mind his 
picture of Pascal ‘facing unflinchingly the demon of doubt 
which is inseparable from the spirit of belief.’ More horrible 
still the images the narrow darkness turns into. Even the cave 
in the Waste Land, ‘the dead mountain mouth of carious teeth 
that cannot spit,’ is not as physically repulsive as 

an old man’s mouth drivelling, beyond repair, 

Or the toothed gullet of an aged shark. 
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And the horror within the stairway is intensified by the sen¬ 
sual temptation of the view through the ‘slotted window bellied 
like the fig’s fruit,’ into the world which in the last poem has 
been so light-heartedly renounced. Each detail of it emphasizes 
its opposite in his own plight. Over against the dark imprison¬ 
ment in the silence and fetid air, the lonely struggle with the 
devil of the deceitful face, and the pathway into the loathsome 
mouths, is set the expanse, the colour, the peace, the perfume, 
the music, the fresh breezes, the ‘brown hair over the mouth 
blown.’ But its very enchantment gives added force to the 
strength of will which continues the climb, and again the poem 
concludes with the reminder that it is strength beyond that of 
the individual alone. It is a fragment of the liturgy of the Mass, 
aT the’ moment before the taking of the Sacrament, which 
defeats the ‘distraction’ and focuses the effort on further ascent. 


Nowhere is the figure of the Lady so ‘complexly opalescent’ 
as in the beautiful fourth poem; not only because of her asso¬ 
ciation with actual colours, but because of the subtle meta- 
r morphosis she undergoes in the poet’s memory and conscious¬ 
ness, and the dream-like way in which the scenes melt into one 
another and finally fade away among the ‘thousand whispers 
from the yew.’ The echo of the ‘between’ that haunts the poem 
adds to this shifting, elusive mobility; ‘between the violet and 
violet,’ ‘the years that walk between,’ ‘the time between sleep¬ 
ing and waking,’ ‘between the yews.’ Time and place, dreams 
and actuality, the desert and the garden, the past and the 
present, are separate, but interpermeate and interfuse into a 
sense of vital continuity which can and must be(|>reserved and 
enriched. 

This sense of progression is suggested in the syntax of the 
opening lines, which continue from some unheard memory of 
one who, like Beatrice jn the Vita Nuova, was seen, never to be 
forgotten. She walks ‘between’ an actual scene and the world 
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of imaginative vision; between the world of Dante and the 
poet’s own world, among the flowers of a garden and the litur¬ 
gical colours of the church. She is ‘talking of trivial things’ in 
her aspect as a real woman, but holding within her the divine 
understanding of human suffering, and the source of all vital 
refreshment and stability, so that the ‘eternal dolour’ melts 
into ‘colour.’ 

Who then made strong the fountains and made 
fresh the springs 

Made cool the dry rock and made firm the sand ■ 

In blue of larkspur, blue of Mary’s colour 

From his own ‘dolour,’ the poet prays to her in the words of 
Arnaut Daniel. ‘Be mindful.’ 

Again the sense of the flowing continuity of the whole feeling 
of relationship is evoked in the direct presentation: 

Here are the years that walk between, bearing 
Away the fiddles and the flutes 

They pass, bearing away the music-haunted memories of the 
things of sense, and they are both the years between his own 
present and his first meeting with the Lady, and the years 
between his own poem and the poetry of the Middle Ages. 
They ‘restore’ his own early experience in the form of a dream 
figure, wearing ‘white light folded, sheathed about her, folded’ 
(like the petals of a rose), and also the memories of all the 
medieval poets whose allegories are always in the form of 
dreams. The years walk ‘through a bright cloud of tears,’ 
which reminds us of that ‘weeping love that implants a new 
faculty in the heart,’ drawing it upwards, of which Dante 
speaks in the last sonnet of the Vita Nuova. They refute the 
statement of the first poem that 

time is always time 
And place is always and only place, 
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they assert that all human experience and all poetry are a 
continuity and a recreation. They are, that is, if time can be 
‘redeemed,’ which may mean bought back, or recovered, or 
fulfilled. 

Redeem 

The time. Redeem 

The unread vision in the higher dream 

While jewelled unicorns draw by the gilded hearse. 

The poet beseeches the Lady to make it possible to recover the 
spiritual meaning which is ‘unread’ today in the older poetry. 
It has become only a ‘gilded hearse,’ containing the dead body 
of ‘the higher dream.’ We see only its external trappings; 
regard it only as a procession of decorative archaic emblems. 
^Then the feeling of the procession of the years melts into 
that of the formal garden, which again is partly that of medi¬ 
eval allegory, partly that of a new symbolic centre of vitality 
in his own being. 7 The slender yews, general symbols of 
both mortality and immortality, the garden god, Priapus, flut¬ 
ing of natural and animal fertility, and whose flute is now 
‘breathless,’ blend with the traditional fountain and bird. And 
between the yews and behind and beyond the pagan god, show¬ 
ing the ‘higher dream’ of which he is the earthy emblem, the 
veiled, bright figure ‘bent her head and signed but spoke no 
word.’ This is in the tradition of the amour courtois of the 
medieval convention. The first sign of the Lady’s grace to her 
lover was this mere wordless inclination of the head, which 
nevertheless pledges her to him. Here too the sign of grace 
renews the fountain of life, and the bird’s song takes up the 
poet’s prayer to the Lady to recover and restoijp the vision 
which is the ‘token’ of the reality still ‘unheard, unspoken’; 
the ‘word of no speech’ in the hymn in the second poem. The 

7 The appearance of trees as images, says Jung, are often ‘intermediate 
symbols’ in the general archetype of transformation. They represent 
‘rootedness, repose and growth ... as also the union of sky and earth.’ 
Integration of the Personality, p. 94. 
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lovely line ‘Till the wind shake a thousand whispers from the 
yew’ perhaps refers to the life-giving wind in Ezekiel, or 
perhaps it means, till we know the secrets of both mortality and 
immortality. 8 

The liturgical fragment which ends the poem carries on the 
ambiguity of that. Read as it stands it suggests a return to 
actuality from the vision contained in the poem; but the full 
context from the prayer to the Virgin is: ‘Turn then, most 
gracious advocate, thine eyes of mercy towards us. And after 
this our exile, show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb, 
Jesus.’ 

The next poem is written out of spiritual exile, though it is a 
different quality of exile from that in The Hollow Men. The 
Lady has been veiled and silent, but her grace has been shown 
and she has been revealed as the 

Multifoliate rose 

Of death’s twilight kingdom 

■ Hence, although here the picture is one of whirling doubt and 
confusion, and of the impossibility of feeling any living rela¬ 
tionship between the noise and darkness and terror and divi¬ 
sion, and ‘the centre of the silent Word,’ faith in its existence 
is never in doubt. It is ‘within the world and for the world.’ 
The whole sensuous expression, however, is that of the shatter¬ 
ing of the calm progression and grouping of all the symbols in 
the poem before, into a chaotic disordei?: There, the past and 
the present, the lower and the higher love, the desert and the 
garden, the ancient rhyme and the new verse come together 
into a rhythmic design where the light, the colours, the silence, 
the fountain, the bird, the yew trees and the Lady are all 
absorbed into a central significance; are all composed into a 

8 Compare also John iii.8. ‘The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou 
hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it cometh, and 
whither it goeth: so is every one that is bom of the Spirit.’ 
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' moment which is ‘breathless’ with the sense of a dawning 
revelation. 

But here that sense of rhythmical pattern and creative syn¬ 
thesis and assimilation is destroyed; is ‘lost.’ Both the outer 
secular world and the inner world of spirit are alike ‘distrac¬ 
tion.’ But whereas the distraction of the third poem was 
accompanied by the achievement of advancing up the spiral 
stair, of ‘climbing,’ however slowly and heavily, here it is mere 
‘whirling’ and chaotic commotion. The light has become the 
reiterated, uncomprehending ‘darkness’; the silence and the 
birdsong, the visionary music of the ancient rhyme, and even 
the gay fiddles and the flutes of sensuous music have become 
cheapened into a mere mockery of chiming syllables falling on 
the outward ear, related to no inner harmony and reverberation. 
The ‘between’ which spelled reconciliation before, now betokens 
disruption: 

Those who are torn on the horn between season and 
season, time and time, between 
Hour and hour, word and word, power and power. 

And the ‘torn’ recalls those other aspects of the human plight 
which before, in the presence of the Lady, were reconciled 
with their opposites. Here the ‘distressedj’ ‘exhausted,’ ‘wor- 
ried,’ have vanquished the vision of her wholeness;, her reppse, 
her calm, her life-giving silence are lost: 

The right time and the right place are not here 
No place of grace for those who avoid the face 
No time to rejoice for those who walk among noise and 
deny the voice 

The ‘voice’ is the pleading voice of the Lord in his ‘contro¬ 
versy with his people.’ 9 ‘O my people, what have I done unto 
thee?’ By its incorporation into a penitential ritual for Good 
Friday it becomes the voice of Christ speaking out of his 
Passion. It is to the Lady that the poet turns for intercession 

•Mlcah vi.3. 
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for himself and for all others in the same conflict, fear and 
weakness; those who 


cannot surrender 

And affirm before the world and deny between the rocks 

And it seems as if his effort to evoke the picture of her between 
the yew trees does calm him. Just as her whiteness communi¬ 
cated itself to the leopards and the bones, so the rocks here 
carry the aura of the ‘blue of larkspur,’ and hence associate 
themselves with her. The ‘last desert’ was that in which 
thoughts of her ‘made cool the dry rock and made firm the 
sand,’ and which melted into the garden. Here it may do the 
same, for ‘spitting from the mouth the withered apple-seed’ is 
perhaps the denial of knowledge as the world knows knowledge, 
and the surrender to ‘the voice.’ 

The whole poem has been in a rhythm of rotation and transi¬ 
tion between states of feeling centred in the presence or ab¬ 
sence of the Lady. In the first poem her blessed face and voice 
are renounced in an act of faith which accepts deprivation 
itself as creative. In the second the truth of the bare statement 
of the first is given startling symbolic expression in the rejoic¬ 
ing of the bones and their song. Their joyful feeling of passive 
accomplishment, however, is contradicted in the third poem, 
where advance is shown to require more than submission and 
singing. There ‘the deceitful face of hope and of despair,’ and 
the music of the flute, both of which are ‘distractions’ from the 
blessed face and voice, are conquered, but by creative effort not 
by creative patience. There is a sense here that a station on the 
way has been passed, and it is immediately followed by the 
poem in which the Lady’s grace is manifested, and accompanied 
by the glad sensation of release and wholeness; where the 
‘dreams’ blend and end in the brief vision of the Garden. This 
is the only poem in which the poet actually meets the Lady, 
and then she remains veiled and silent. It too is followed by 
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fresh disintegration, by conflict between all the opposing forces 
held in ‘tension’ in the struggle, and the loss of contact with the 
only power which can reconcile the whirling antagonisms. 

The final poem brings another temporary resolution, but at 
the same time a reminder that there is no end to conflict in 
the way the poet has chosen. The mere will to submission is 
not enough, and to have a vision of the Garden where all love 
ends is not to be free of the distracting loves which continue to 
haunt ‘the dream-crossed twilight between birth and dying.’ 
The lower dreams remain and can only cease to distract if they 
can be absorbed into the higher dream which transcends them. 
‘The time of tension between dying and birth’ is still the time 
in which the poem ends. And to point the truth of this, the 
‘blind eye’ of memory sends up another false dream through 
the ivory gates of the underworld, and ‘the infirm glory of the 
positive hour’ reasserts itself. The description of it is prefaced 
by the ‘Bless me father’ of the confessional, but it bursts forth 
in quickening, rebellious rhythms of rejoicing, in some of the 
loveliest lines Eliot has ever written: 

From the wide window towards the granite shore 
The white sails still fly seaward, seaward flying 
Unbroken wings 

And the lost heart stiffens and rejoices 
In the lost lilac and the lost sea voices 
And the weak spirit quickens to rebel 
For the bent golden-rod and the lost sea smell 
Quickens to recover 

The cry of quail and the whirling plover . . . 

And smell renews the salt savour of the sandy earth. 

Yet it is the ‘lost heart’ and the ‘weak spirit’ which are respon¬ 
sible, and who long to restore the old glory of earth and sea, 
of colour and movement and sound and smell as enough in 
themselves for rejoicing. 

But it is ‘to mock ourselves with falsehood’ to allow that 
dream. The poet turns from it to his own dwelling place: 
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The place of solitude where three dreams cross 
Between blue rocks 

The Lady is not present and the rocks are not those of ‘the 
granite shore’ of happy vision; but they are coloured by her 
memory, and the living yew trees are a hint of the Garden. The 
three dreams are perhaps light and dark and twilight, or birth 
and dying and ‘the time of tension.’ ‘The voices shaken from 
the yew tree’ are the ‘sea voices’ of the rebellious memory. 
When they ‘drift away,’ it is the voice of prayer which is heard 
again. 

The final intercession subtly blends all that has gone before. 
The full meaning of ‘Teach us to care and not to care’ comes 
home to us. There is no struggle between soul and body, only 
the one struggle towards perfection. The meaning of the yearn¬ 
ing towards the sea, just as the meaning of the physical love 
of woman must be sought in final causes. And again, quite 
simply ‘the final cause is the attraction towards God.’ ‘Our 
peace in His will’ sends us to the words of Piccarda in the 
lowest sphere of Paradise, and to the continuation of that 
speech: ‘his will is our peace. It is that sea towards which all 
moves that it creates and that nature makes.’ The poet ‘among 
these rocks’ is far from Paradise, and his prayer is still for 
patience and humility. It is not the glad litany of praise of 
this second poem, nor the excited appeal for revelation of the 
fourth; not the impassioned plea of the fifth, nor the acceptance 
of deprivation of the first. It is the simple prayer that he may 
express his love in contemplation of the beloved object; a 
supplication that he may not be separated from the knowledge 
of the ‘one veritable transitory power’ which has been vouch¬ 
safed to him, that beloved and guiding figure who is the spirit 
of life and love, the spirit of the fountain, of the garden, of the 
river, of the sea. And again he identifies himself with all other 
dwellers among the rocks by making his personal petition to, 
the Lady, and to the ‘Thee’ of the last line in the traditional] 
words of the prayers of the church. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

Ariel Poems 
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For every man who thinks and lives by thought must 
have his own scepticism, that which stops at the ques¬ 
tion, that which ends in denial, or that which leads to 
faith and which is somehow integrated into the faith 
which transcends it. 

T. S. Eliot. The ‘Pensies’ of Pascal. 


D URING the years 1927-9 Eliot not only published two 
of the parts of Ash Wednesday as separate poems, but 
also Journey of the Magi, A Song for Simeon and 
Animula. These, with Marina, published in 1931, are known as 
, the Ariel poems. This name, however, is not a title given them 
iby Eliot. It was the name of a series of Christmas poems pub¬ 
lished over a period of years, to which Eliot contributed, so is 
; without significance in any criticism .^11 four of the poems 
•embody different aspects of the experience of rebirth, of the 
;discovery of a new focus of existence. They are all visionary 
/impersonal dramatizations of states of feeling within ‘the 
dream-crossed twilight between birth and dying/ this ‘time of 
tension between dying and birth.’ And all of them except 
'Marina hold this sense of ambiguity between which is which. 
| The passage between the death of the old and the birth of the 
new is marked by no milestone. It is ‘this birth season of de¬ 
cease/ a condition of suspension between the two: it is a 
‘transit/ a ‘jourftey.’ Emotionally, it is equivocal and indefinite, 
‘wavering between the profit and the loss.’ The meaning of the 
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new birth is obscure, full of doubt, accompanied by pain, not 
joy, and perplexing in the extreme. 1 

This is particularly true of the first poem, Journey of the 
Magi. The opening is a direct quotation from one of the Nativ¬ 
ity sermons of Lancelot Andrewesj and the method of the poem 
follows a pattern which Eliot discerns in Andrewes’ prose. 
‘Before extracting all the spiritual meaning of a text, Andrewes 
forces a concrete presence upon us.’ The experience is pro¬ 
jected first in direct realistic terms; terms of bad weather and 
the practical details of hardships and antagonisms. There is 
no mention of the dream or the star of the Gospel story. In 1 
memory, one of the Magi recounts the incident, in all the 
extraordinary precision and clarity of its external, detail, and > 
in all f the uncertainty and obscurity of its ultimate significance. 
The tone is direct, conversational, factual: the dominating feel¬ 
ing that of faith without revelation. The determined faith, 
never openly stated, comes through the description of the 
character of the journey and its results. In the background are 
the ‘Kingdoms’ the wise men left: 

There were times we regretted 

The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 

And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 

But this ‘regret’ is the only personal emotion expressed in the 
opening section of the poem. Everything else is communicated 
by the simple enumeration, without comment, of the things 
that had to be endured. One after another, (there are twelve 
uses of ‘and’ in the first fifteen lines), follow all the obstacles 
provided by both nature and man to oppose and frustrate the 
journey, ‘and such a long journey.’ Each is a vivid picture of 
delay or embarrassment or obstruction. First there are the 

1 ‘The birth of the deliverer is equivalent to a great catastrophe since 
a new and powerful life issues forth just when no life or force or new 
development was anticipated . . . This reversal of values is tantamount 
to a destruction of previously accepted values; hence it resembles a 
devastation. . . .’ Jung. Psychological Types, p. 328. 
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■hindrances of nature; the cold, the bad roads, the sore-footed 
'camels ‘lying down in the melting snow.’ But in addition to 
; these are all the exasperations arising from the active and 
■passive frailties of man: 

Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 
And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 

The narrator expresses no rebellion at all this. All he remem¬ 
bers is the faith that impelled them forward, the sense of 
urgency which made them quicken their pace, and which con¬ 
quered not only the practical impediments and their own 
fatigue, f>ut also their own doubts: 

the voices singing in our ears, saying 
That this was all folly. 

In the second stanza the images become symbolic as well as 
realistic, though the extension is subtle and unobtrusive. The 
narrator continues to report faithfully the external details of 
the scene, as if they had face value only, but some of these 
hold a significance for the reader beyond that perceived by the 
travellers. The new way is different both from the old summer 
ease and luxury and from the struggle through the darkness, 
‘sleeping in snatches,’ of the cold winter journey. The rhythm 
softens and flows more easily. There is dawn and dampness and 
the smell of growing things, and a sudden intensification of 
assurance: ‘with a running stream and a water-mill beating 
the darkness.’ The water and the mill are both vital forces, 
full of throbbing, driving life, with all the practical and sym¬ 
bolic activity carried by ‘beating the darkness’; denying the 
voices saying that this was all folly. They and the fertile valley 
and the trees and the ‘old white horse galloping away in a 
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meadow,’ and the vine-leaves over the door of the tavern, all 
speak of hope and freedom and fruitfulnes^; but again they are 
qualified by the implied vision of the three ‘trees’ on Golgotha, 
and the reminder of greed and treachery in the glimpse of the 
‘six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver.’ 2 The 
transposing of memories of the crucifixion, of the dicing for 
Christ’s garments and the thirty pieces of silver, to the ap¬ 
proach to the scene of the birth foreshadows the basic ambi¬ 
guity of the conclusion. The hope of the ‘dawn’ in this new 
land is not crowned by any scene of adoration or of rejoicing 
‘with great joy.’ On the contrary the narrator’s comment, 
though it may be read to imply fulfilment if we take ‘satisfac¬ 
tory’ in its literal sense, carries none of that sense. It is a bald 
recitation of the ending of a quest, not in failure, but in anti¬ 
climax and inadequacy: 

But there was no information, and so we continued 
And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory. 

There was no illumination; only a bewildering sense of para¬ 
dox, expressed with fierce intensity: 

I would do it again, but set down 
This set down 

This: were we led all that way for 
Birth or Death? 

The birth brought ‘hard and bitter agony,’ far beyond the hard¬ 
ships of the journey. It brought the death of ‘the old dispensa¬ 
tion,’ with its unthinking ease; the sense of alienation from 
their own people, who had ‘roots that clutch’ in their old ways; 

2 ‘Why, for all of us, out of all that we have heard, seen, felt, in a 
lifetime, do certain images recur, charged with emotion, rather than 
others? ... six ruffians seen through an open window playing cards at 
night at a small French railway junction where there was a water-mill.’ 
The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, p. 148. 
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so that it is in their own country now that they find ‘the cities 
hostile and the towns unfriendly.’ The faith remains: ‘we had 
evidence and no doubt,’ but their journey seems to have had no 
creative significance and to have brought no creative change. 
There is no water-mill beating the darkness in their land. There 
is only great weariness and disillusionment in the last line, ‘I 
should be glad of another death.’ 

In A Song for Simeon there is the same emotional pattern. 
The birth of the new Word destroys the pattern of ‘the old 
dispensation,’ but though Simeon sees where salvation lies, he 
is too old and tired to create anything himself. He wants only 
peace, and knows that it is only death that will bring it. Any 
life left to him means only the knowledge that it is not peace 
,but a sword which is to be the lot of the true followers of ‘the 
:still unspeaking and unspoken word.’ Others will reach the 
‘consolation’ which is the reward of the inevitable suffering of 
creative living and dying, but that is not for him. 

The voice which speaks in the poem is very different from 
that of the narrator of Journey of the Magi. The vigorous, 
graphic descriptions, the moments of excited intensity, and the 
lapses into weary bafflement, all alike carried in the tones of 
direct speech, are gone. In their place is a more musical rhythm, 
direct biblical echoes, chant-like cadences and irregular rhyme 
an? assonance. Simeon’s state of suspension between dying and 
birth, between birth and dying, is beautifully created in the 
rhythm of the first stanza. Again the distinction between the 
two states is blurred: ‘the stubborn season has made stand’ 
may mean either the winter or the spring. What is sure is that 
Simeon himself cannot partake of the ‘stubbornness’ of either. 
He is passive, detached, waiting: s 

My life is light, waiting for the death wind, j 

Like a feather on the back of my hand. ; j 

Dust in sunlight and memory in corners . I 

Wait for the wind that chills towards the dead land. V 
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And the time of waiting is now haunted by the pain and 
disquiet of the revelation. There is none of the suggestion 
in the Gospel story that the vision ‘revealed unto him by 
the Holy Ghost that he should not see death before he had 
seen the Lord’s Christ,’ brings any sense of triumph. It merely 
brings the knowledge that all his ‘just and devout’ past life, 
on which he had complacently prided himself, is a pattern in 
which he is ‘no longer at ease.’ In place of contented old age 
there is the consciousness of the coming ‘time of sorrow’ and 
of its continuance, and of the fact that the creative sacrifice 
of the saints cannot be his, though he can contemplate it. In 
this Simeon does differ from the Magi. To both, the new birth 
remains pure loss as far as their own lives are concerned. 
Both recognize it, but not with the joyful prophecy of ‘Unto 
us a child is born, unto us a son is given.’ With the Magi it is 
accompanied by no social change whatever: with Simeon it 
brings the vision of the pain, death and destruction which is. 
to be the immediate conclusion of the birth of the new value. 
He does however also see its dynamic power as a potential 
new intensity of living. The rhythm quickens as he begins 
to describe the glimpse of the mounting, the glory and the 
ecstasy; but it is checked and slowed again at once by the 
intrusion of his own impotence. 

They shall praise Thee and suffer in every generation 

With glory and derision, 

Light upon light, mounting the saints’ stair. 

Not for me the martyrdom, the ecstasy of thought and 
prayer, 

Not for me the ultimate vision. 

He repeats his plea for peace, for release from the new 
disturbing consciousness, knowing that death alone can bring 
it. What remains of his void life is now meaningless because 
it can have ‘no tomorrow.*; It is not peace, it is merely the 
heavy burden of realization that both in himself and in the 
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majority of mankind, whatihe had called life, is death; and 
moreover that even for those who have a ‘tomorrow’ life and 
death seem indistinguishable from one another. 

I am tired with my own life and the lives of those after 
me, 

I am dying in my own death and the deaths of those 
after me. 

Animida 8 carries on the same theme of the difficulty of 
distinguishing the true pattern, indeed of its impossibility 
without a spiritual death prefaced by the viaticum, the sacra¬ 
mental symbol of the passage from death to the rebirth of the 
soul, and of the provision for that journey. Here it is no longer 
a dramatic impersonator who speaks the lines. i^The uneven 
rhythms of the two old men change to sustained poetic state¬ 
ment in flowing, supple lines, cunningly rhymed and varied by 
innumerable changes of stress and of the number of syllables 
to a line. 

The quotation at the opening is from\the sixteenth canto 
of the Purgatorio where Marco Lombardo jdiscourses to Dante 
on the need for spiritual Jaw vested in the Church to guide the 
innocent childish soul into true development. From this sug¬ 
gestion of the soul as child, Eliot passes to a description of 
the world of childhood, creating living sense impressions of 
its unthinking joys and fears, its instability of movement and 
emotion, its incapacity to distinguish between ‘actual and 
fanciful.’ The child lives by instinct only, but its life flows 
free and uninhibited; it is full of movement in its own being 
or delight in the movement around it, ‘the wind, the sunlight 
or the sea’ or ‘running stags around a silver tray.’ From this 
simple, dynamic world, ruled only by the instincts, time forces 
upon the growing soul a world full of the unpleasant neces¬ 
sities of distinguishing between reality and illusion, of trying 

; 8 The title recalls Hadrian’s lines to his poor little wandering soul, 
fanimula, vagula, blandula . . 
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to understand the accepted prohibitions and freedoms, and of 
moral choice. The ‘heavy burden’ of these problems ‘perplexes 
and offends more, day by day.’ The soul gives up the struggle 
to grow; it is simpler to remain childish, to compensate ‘the 
pain of living’ with ‘the drug of dreams,’ to shelter behind the 
world’s definition of knowledge: 

The pain of living and the drug of dreams 
Curl up the small soul in the window seat 
Behind the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

The inevitable result of this is the adult body with the 
spiritual and moral equipment of a child. In childhood, the 
limitations of movement and the sense of emotional insecurity 
are natural, and are recompensed by ever-present reassurance 
of love from outside itself; the soul can live fully in the un¬ 
sullied delights of the senses and the innocent contemplation of 
the patterns of nature or art or dreams. But ‘the hand of time’ 
is very different from ‘the hand of God.’ Instead of time 
moulding the soul in loving understanding of 

the imperatives of ‘is and seems’ 

And may and may not, desire and control 

«r 

it teaches it nothing. The soul issues from it with all its 
spontaneous joys warped, all its potentialities frustrated; its 
fears comforted by no love, its being denied any ‘warm reality,’ 
its delight in light and life annihilated to complete nonentity, 
without substance or pattern, 

Shadow of its own shadows, spectre in its own gloom, 

Leaving disordered papers in a dusty room; 

The conclusion would be that of The Hollow Men were it not 
for the completion of the sentence. 

Living first in the silence after the v iati cum, y 
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>i There are many whose first death is ‘Death, our death,’ and 
whose life throughout is a mere process of dying. But since 
; even such souls issued originally from the hand of God, they 
must return with the possibility of purgation. The possibility 
breaks the calm statement of the hopelessness of the souls who 
are mere shadows and spectres, and the poet adds an urgent 
prayer for those who have passed into physical death without 
the viaticum , perishing in the ‘misshapen’ temporal patterns 
they created for themselves. All are clear except ‘Floret, by 
the boarhound slain between the yew trees.’ The picture seems 
to be of one who, unlike the others, was aware of the ambiguity 
of life and death: he stood ‘between the yew trees.’ Perhaps he' 
was slain by the animal in him. These yew trees stand neither 
among the rocks or in a garden. The last line ironically em- 
pfiasizes again that the hour of birth and of dying may be the 
same. 


‘Andrewes takes a word and derives the world from it; 
squeezing and squeezing the word until it yields a full juice of 
meaning which we should never have supposed any word to 
possess.’ Eliot has been doing the same thing with the words 
birth and death in these poems, forcing the consciousness of 
the reader to feel with him their equivocal connotations. But 
it is the full meaning of death which heavily preponderates. 
'The sense of new life is faint and fitful, and the faith in it, 
though fixed and steady, supports itself with no emotional 
assurance. Eliot says again of Andrewes’ style that ‘it may 
seem pedantic and verbal. It is only when we have saturated 
ourselves in his prose . . . that we find his examination of 
words terminating in the ecstasy of assent.’ It would be possible 
to say that in the early Ariel poems the faith in the reality 
of rebirth may seem ‘pedantic and verbal’; but it is certainly 
true that it terminates in Marina in ‘the ecstasy of assent’ 
It is interesting too that it is no vision of the Christian 
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Nativity which brings the overwhelming sense of emotional 
certainty to Eliot, but that of a very different child. According 
to Jung the revelation of the beginning of new spiritual ex¬ 
perience is usually heralded by the appearance in dreams of 
some sort of miraculous child, symbolizing the new potentiality 
for growth and development which has awakened in the un¬ 
conscious. ‘Psychologically, the divine birth heralds the fact 
that a new symbol, a new expression of supreme vital intensity 
is being created . . . from this moment the supreme intensity 
of life is to be found only upon the new line. Every other 
direction falls gradually away, dissolving into oblivion. 4 It is 
this feeling of supreme vital intensity which radiates from the 
poem. It is the only purely joyous poem Eliot has ever writteni 
The joy is not that of a triumphant moment of passionate! 
fulfilment, but the profound and exquisite joy of a moment? 
when, out of confusion, heaviness and despair, the world 1 $! 
suddenly transformed into beauty and significance. The pos¬ 
sibilities are too complex and elusive to become explicit to the 
poet; the pattern cannot be fully comprehended. Its varioui 
elements, the images that return, seem unrelated, dream-like^ 
and the speaker can only enumerate their harmonious presence* 
and communicate the sense of free-flowing streamlike associa¬ 
tion which enfolds them all and unites them in the figure of 
Marina. 

In an unpublished address on ‘Shakespeare as Poet and 
Dramatist’* Eliot wrote: ‘To my mind the finest of all the 
“recognition scenes” is Act V: i of that very great play 
Pericles. It is a perfect example of the “ultra-dramatic,” a 
dramatic action of beings who are more than human ... It 
is the speech of creatures who are more than human, or rather, 
seen in a light more than that of day.’ Eliot’s poem has the same 
lighting, and his Marina i s more than human. She is the dream- 
symbol of something newly^OTnj aHd^the scene is a recogjoi- 

4 Psychological Types, p. 235. 

* Given at Edinburgh university in 1937. 
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, jtion, a discovery of this magical creative regeneration, begot- 
[ (ten in some mysterious way by the speaker himself. With a 
strange ironic twist, Eliot has chosen an epigraph from the 
Hercules Furens of Seneca, telling of the moment when Her¬ 
cules, having unknowingly killed his children in a fit of mad¬ 
ness, returns to sanity, questions where he is, and is forced to 
recognize the deaths he has himself caused. It is no more 
ironic however than Journey of the Magi. There, though birth 
is the theme we associate with the subject matter, it is death 
which pervades the consciousness of the speaker. Here too, as 
always in Eliot, death and birth are very close. Not only the 
epigraph, but the setting of the Pericles story reminds us of 
it. Marina was born at sea, then believed to have been 
murdered by those in whose charge she was left, and mirac¬ 
ulously restored to her father when she was a grown woman. 
Pericles therefore has already experienced the belief that she 
was dead, and it is not only the sudden, unexpected presence of 
life when death had been accepted, but the return of life 
transfigured and transformed, matured out of all knowing, 
which is the miracle. 

The poem illustrates very strikingly how in the • poetic 
imagination, as in dreams, images already deeply felt, and 
active as symbols of great psychic importance, can rearrange 
themselves into a new constellation as it were, having a com¬ 
pletely new intensity of value and significance. Here the sea 
and the memory of the sights and sounds and scents of the 
seacoast, and the figure of a woman, all of which came together 
in the last poem of Ash Wednesday, regroup themselves in an 
atmosphere entirely different. There, the controlling element 
was that of a religious discipline, gladly accepted, but never¬ 
theless subduing the rebellious senses to the contemplation of 
a divine source, and framed in a ritual observance aimed to 
concentrate consciousness on that source. Here the one word 
‘grace’ though not confined to a religious context, carries a 
hint of it. But it is the release from the confinement of the 
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religious context which creates the new world of the poem 
and liberates the new life in it. It is a spontaneous uprush 
of the sense of a new reality, intangible, and in a way inexpress¬ 
ible, but apprehended as 

This form, this face, this life 

Living to live in a world of time beyond me. 

And there is a vast difference in the quality of the anima 
figure as she appears as the Lady in Ash Wednesday and in 
Marina. In both she is ‘opalescent,’ a semi-visionary com¬ 
panion, yet holding within her being the meaning of the total ex¬ 
perience. But again, here she has lost the formal element of a 
poetic and religious tradition. She is not semi-divine ‘sister,’ 
‘mother,’ veiled, remote, worshipful; she is ‘daughter,’ both 
child and woman, created of the speaker, springing from him¬ 
self, a part of himself, though strange, unfamiliar, and re¬ 
created of his spirit. 

She is of the sea, and the recognition of her presence 
associates itself with a scene of peace and loveliness, where' 
rocks have none of the connotation they carry in Ash Wednes¬ 
day: 

What seas what shores what grey rocks and what 
islands 

What water lapping the bow 

And scent of pine and the woodthrush singing through 
the fog 

What images return 

O my daughter. 

Then in a strange, chant-like progression, all ideas associated 
with the sensual or lustful aspects of love, dissolve: the ‘insub¬ 
stantial pageant’ fades. They are ‘reduced,’ which carries with 
it so many meanings: they are diminished, subdued, re-ordered 
and appear in a new combination of values. They have been 
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; ! reduced by a wind, 

*: A breath of pine, and the woodsong fog 

|And ‘by this grace dissolved in place,’ which holds the double 
/meaning that their substance has been dissolved by this 
miraculous presence, and that the miraculous presence per¬ 
vades everything. The place and the presence melt into one 
another and are inseparable. But the poet (or the fictitious 
Pericles) tries to define the character of the miracle. 

What is this face, less clear and clearer 

The pulse in the arm, less strong and stronger— 

Given or lent? more distant than stars and nearer than 
the eye 

It is new life, unlike the old life of the physical senses and 
yet at the same time a heightening and enhancement of it: 
something intensely personal yet diffused throughout the 
universe* Whether a permanent possession or a mere fugitive 
visitant, it brings with it a joyous spontaneity and excitement 
and a sense of movement and delight which is associated with 
some childhood memory. The ‘whispers and small laughter 
between leaves and hurrying feet’ is part of a memory which 
is created in the short lyric New Hampshire, and recurs in 
Four Quartets, and is charged with a half-comprehended sense 
of ecstasy. It returns in that dream world where all the streams 
of images from the conscious and the unconscious, the past 
and the present, meet and flow and reform into new patterns. 

Then with all the unaccountable pattern of dream, we hear 
of the strange ship whose bow the water is lapping. The sea- 
world and the dream-world meet Pericles and Marina are 
together on this very insecure and dilapidated vessel, which 
seems quite out of keeping with the perfection of the ex- 

*• Compare Jung on the sense of possessing a new psychic reality: ‘It 
' is strange to us and yet so near, quite our own and yet unknowable.’ 
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perience. But the significance of it is in the ‘1 made this .’ 7 
. The presence of Marina is in some strange way connected with 
a constructive effort of his own. The ship has come through 
bad times, it is defective and damaged, and its building was 
carried through over a long period of unawareness of its pur- 
\ pose; it was no planned, rational creation of the will. But 
though he made it ‘unknowing, half-conscious, unknown,’ it is 
‘my own.’ It has been the means which has brought Marina to 
him, and having served its purpose, it too can now dissolve, 
for his whole being is centred on the vision she evokes: u 

let me 

Resign my life for this life, my speech for that 
unspoken, 

The awakened, lips parted, the hope, the new ships. 

The sea voices and the sea smell, the birdsong calling and the 
granite shores are no longer reminders of the lost heart and the 
weak rebellious spirit. The worlds of sense and spirit are one; 
‘the time of tension’ is transformed into a moment of complete 
release; the solitude among the rocks into the rapture of the 
presence of Marina. She, like the Lady, does not speak, but 
she is ‘the warm reality, the offered good,’ and the poem ends 
in ‘the ecstasy of assent’ to the new life and love, to a glad 
surrender to wherever the voyage may lead: 

What seas what shores what granite islands towards my 
timbers 

And woodthrush calling through the fog 

My daughter. 

7 As a human construction, the ship has the meaning (in the dream 
sequence of ‘transformation’) of a system, method or way. Jung, Integra¬ 
tion of the Personality, p. 189. 
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CHAPTER IX 

Coriolan 
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It is my contention that we have today a culture 
which is mainly negative, but which, so far as it is 
positive, is still Christian. I do not think that it can 
remain negative, because a negative culture has ceased 
to be efficient in a world where economic as well as 
spiritual forces are proving the efficiency of cultures 
which, even when pagan, are positive; and I believe that 
the choice before us is between the formation of a new 
Christian culture, and the acceptance of a pagan one. 

T. S. Eliot. The Idea of a Christian Society 


M ARINA creates the revelation of a new centre of con¬ 
sciousness, a new supreme significance. This brings 
an extraordinary intensity of feeling, which is at once 
that of recognition and of renewal. The old world is not lost, 
but it is transfigured. The same experience, in part, was created 
in the fourth poem of Ash Wednesday, but there the whole ex¬ 
perience is centred in the figure of the Lady. It is, as Eliot 
said of the figure of Beatrice in the Vita Nuova, ‘something 
related to what we now call sublimation.’ It wove into living 
poetry the sense of the absorption of a part of the self formerly 
projected upon living woman, into a total response to a 
religious belief. The whole consciousness of the poet is focussed 
on the shining clarity and loveliness of the Lady, which again 
becomes centralized in religious feeling by the liturgical frag¬ 
ment of the conclusion. 

But in Marina the movement is quite different. The in¬ 
tensity of feeling is no less, but it is diffused over a much 
wider area. The force is centrifugal instead of centripetal. It 
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moves outwards from the central figure, and though controlled 
from that centre, radiates from it in all directions. The ‘grace’ 
is no longer in the Lady’s gesture, it is ‘dissolved in place’; 
Marina does not wear ‘white light folded, sheathed about her, 
folded,’ so that all the light is absorbed into her. Instead, 
while remaining herself, she becomes a part of a new lighting 
of the old world; something ‘more distant than the stars and 
nearer than the eye.’ And she is as much a part of the poet 
himself as she is of the seas, the shores, the rocks, the islands 
and ‘the scent of pine and the woodthrush singing through the 
fog.’ The unity she symbolizes enfolds the individual and the 
universe. 

This form, this face, this life 

Living to live in a world of time beyond me. Let me 

Resign my life for this life. 

But it is in a poem published in the following year, a poem 
of a completely different character, that Eliot first creates 
the symbol of this new vision as a new dimension in living, 
a ‘still point in a turning world.’ Triumphal March is the first 
in a series of poems which were to have had the general title 
Coriolan, but only two of the series were published. In them 
he set out to dramatize a vision of the world of actuality in 
the light of his new apprehension of a ‘reality’ which tran¬ 
scended it, but in which, could it but recognize it, the world has 
its truest life. In Marina the whole emphasis is on this reality 
as a new living presence in personal living; in the Coriolan 
poems the emphasis is on its absence in any view of the world 
as a pattern of temporal, objective relationships. Very subtly, 
and entirely in poetic image and association, Eliot contrasts 
a world structure focussed finally on the visible Hero as the 
centre of a vast organization of force, with that hidden point 
which is the central light of another world. 

The poem throughout is a masterpiece of inter-related 
contrasts. The stillness of the still point holds in itself proper- 
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ties of time and space in direct opposition to those of the 
turning world at any point in history. For the purposes of the 
poem the time and space of ‘history’ is collapsed to a ‘day’ 
which is equally Roman and contemporary. 1 The succeeding 
events of this day, and the procession itself, that is, the external 
world as a sequence of moments, is juxtaposed to the eternal 
‘noon’ hidden at the heart of a different concept of time and 
movement. In the same way the ‘perceiving’ which is ‘the 
natural wakeful life of our Ego’ is contrasted with the intuitive 
apprehension of the different pattern of reality. 

The ‘day’ of the poem is no ordinary day. ‘We hardly knew 
ourselves that day or knew the City.’ It is a day into which 
the whole essence of a civilization is distilled. And the qualities 
of that civilization are communicated to us by an intricate 
interweaving of facts and suggestions in the apparently simple 
but cunningly ironic monologue of one of the crowd watching 
the parade. Indeed ‘he’s artful’ would be a good description 
of Eliot’s method. He has been so careful to try and prevent 
the interpretation of the poem as political satire at the expense 
of totalitarianism. The unexpected entrance of the line, ‘The 
natural wakeful life of our Ego is a perceiving,’ in the middle 
of the account of the waiting crowd at once directs the lens. 
‘Our Ego’ is nothing very distant. 

The magnificent opening, repeated later, concentrates the 
quintessence of it all. 

Stone, bronze, stone, steel, stone, oakleaves, horses’ heels 

Over the paving. 

With this ringing echo of unyielding hardness in our ears, 
and with the sight and sound of the other symbols of military 
glory, the numberless flags and trumpets and eagles, we become 
aware of the crowd itself, ‘such a press of people,’ all ‘waiting’ 

1 Eliot has spoken of the contemporary scene as ‘more analogous to 
that of the later Roman Empire than to any other period that we know.' 
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on ‘the way to the temple/ until ‘he’ comes. ‘So many waiting, 
how many waiting? What did it matter on such a day?’ It does 
not matter, for the individual as an organic unit in the whole 
no longer matters. ‘What comes first?’ is the next question, and 
the answer is the enumeration of the weapons of war and the 
ammunition and the whole equipment of the army. This is 
followed by the organized bands of the sporting elements and 
then by the municipal officers. We see the picture of a whole 
society where the mechanical destructive force man has created 
‘comes first/ with man himself organized into pieces of social 
machinery, and the unthinking ‘people/ provided they have 
their ‘stools and sausages/ question nothing beyond what 
they ‘see.’ 

Then the great moment: 


Look 

There he is now, look: 

There is no interrogation in his eyes 

Or in the hands, quiet over the horse’s neck, 

And the eyes watchful, waiting, perceiving, indifferent. 

The Hero differs only in one respect from the crowd. He too 
is ‘watchful, waiting, perceiving/ but he is ‘indifferent/ and 
‘there is no interrogation in his eyes’ or in his hands. He cares 
nothing for the people who hail him as saviour, and his vision 
sees nothing and questions nothing beyond the pattern of 
values of which he is the central symbol, and which his ‘hands’ 
translate into government or command. The other central 
symbol is hidden: 

O hidden under the dove’s wing, hidden in the turtle’s 
breast, 

Under the palmtree at noon, under the running water 
At the still point of the turning world. O hidden. 

The procession goes on to the temple. ‘Then the sacrifice/ and 
the deadness of everything in the religious observance is 
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symbolised in the urns and the four times reiterated ‘Dust/ 
and related immediately to the repetition of the opening lines 
of the poem. 

‘That is all we could see/ says the speaker. It is left to 
the reader to compare the suggestions created in the lines on 
what is ‘hidden’ with what has been ‘seen.’ In the place of the 
inflexible hardness of the stone, bronze, steel, we feel the soft¬ 
ness of the dove and turtle feathers, the pliant grace of the 
palmtree; instead of the rigidly regimented procession, the 
running water; instead of the deadness and dust, organic life. 
But beyond these contrasts in sense-perception, there are all 
the elusive implications scattered in the conclusion of the poem, 
enforcing its inner significance. Already the hint of the palm- 
tree has brought to mind the ironic parallel of a very different 
triumphant procession with the multitudes waiting on the way 
to the temple to see ‘him’ pass, riding on an ass. The ironic 
pressure increases with the fragment of talk which places the* 
temple and the sacrifice in its modern context, and illustrates 
the ‘dust’ into which the Christian tradition has disintegrated. 
Its symbolic language is so ‘undecipherable’ that to the 
literal-minded Cyril the ringing of the bell at the elevation of 
the Host can be translated only into memories of the muffin 
and crumpet man ringing his bell in the London streets. The 
ignoring of the food of the spirit in favour of that of the body is 
hinted again in the ‘Don’t throw away that sausage,/It’ll come 
in handy.’ The arrangement of the words in the next phrase, 

Please, will you 
Give us a light? 

Light 

Light 

turns the commonplace request into a prayer that what is 
‘hidden’ may be revealed. But the last quotation, with its 
picture of the lines of soldiers drawn up in formation with their 
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bayonets facing each other, emphasizes the ‘hedge’ that blocks 
the vision, ever growing greater just as the letters enlarge 
themselves at the conclusion. 


We can guess that one reason for abandoning the Coriolan 
sequence was the difficulty of the dramatic monologue form 
for the purpose Eliot had in hand. Their only weakness is 
that the speakers in the poems would not dramatically have 
Eliot’s own apprehension of the still point in the turning 
world, being entirely preoccupied with its turning. Their 
‘perceiving’ is all on the level of the natural wakeful life of 
our Ego, and though a great part of the ‘meaning’ can be 
introduced by the satiric irony with which the speakers, all 
unaware, reveal much more than they say, still the crucial 
lines creating the new vision in Triumphal March are dramati¬ 
cally inappropriate in the mouth of the supposed speaker. 
The Difficulties of a Statesman is more successful in that way, 
since the poor harassed politician is nearer Eliot’s own degree 
of sensibility. But by making it more straightforwardly dra¬ 
matic the real purpose of creating an apprehension of, and 
directing attention to, the ‘still point,’ is largely lost in the 
flow of the tragi-comedy of dramatic self-revelation. 

The satire in this, with the refrain ‘What shall I cry?’ 
blending the official power and private despair of the speaker, 
is excellent sardonic fun. The robust ridicule of bureaucratic 
administration, and of the clash between public and private 
ambitions reaches its culmination in the complete impasse: 

A commission is appointed 
To confer with a Volscian commission 
About perpetual peace: the fletchers and javelin-makers 
and smiths 

Have appointed a joint committee to protest against 
die reduction of orders. 
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The rest of the poem expands the contrasts already ‘given’ in 
Triumphal March. The new refrain ‘0 mother’ suggests the 
baffled desire for some directing and loving authority to appeal 
to, and at the same time the essential immaturity of the direc¬ 
tion it takes. Whereas Triumphal March indicated a wrong 
centre on which public attention is focussed, Difficulties of a 
Statesman creates the opposite error of a complete lack of 
centre. The wrong centre appears again in ‘the row of family 
portraits, dingy busts, all looking remarkably Roman,’ but 
the only alternative to that pattern is the dissolving confusion 
of committee on committee and the vain hope that correct 
observance of sacrifice and submission to the gods—‘the macta- 
tions, immolations, oblations, impetrations’—may have some 
magic force. 

Meanwhile the guards shake dice on the marches 

And the frogs (O Mantuan) croak in the marshes. 

The ‘(O Mantuan)’ reminds us that while Virgil chronicled 
the glories of Rome, it too had within it the seeds of its own 
decay; its enervating inattention to its corporate life, its 
malarial swamps. Then too, the frogs croaked their reminders 
of doom. 

All through the rest of the poem Eliot plants in the reader’s 
mind the smallness (to the statesman and his world) of the 
reminders of a different order of consciousness, but hints to 
us at the same time that this order, however miniature its 
manifestations and fitful its appearance, has the continuity 
and permanence which marks natural vitality as opposed to 
the melancholy muddle of human affairs. The central light 
is shaded, ‘set under the upper branches of noon’s widest tree,’ 
and fitful as ‘the small flare of the firefly or lightning bug,’ 
but it is essentially different in character from that on the 
dingy busts ‘lit up successfully by the flare/Of a sweaty torch- 
bearer, yawning.’ The stir of ‘the small wind after noon,’ ‘the 
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sweep of the little bat’s wing,’ the thin chirp of the small 
creatures through the dust, is more significant than the ‘cry.’ 
The source of the life ‘where the dove’s foot rested and locked 
for a moment,’ where ‘the cyclamen spreads its wings [and] 
the clematis droops over the lintel,’ is ‘hidden,’ but it is very 
different in kind from the confused, restless perplexities driving 
the worried statesman. In the final ‘cry’ of the repeated 
‘RESIGN,’ with its condensation of political implication with 
the echo from Marina we hear Eliot’s ironic comment on the 
futilities of statesmanship without a centre in some reality 
more permanent and more satisfying to the nature of man 
than that of government machinery. 
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CHAPTER X 

Four Quartets 
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If we learn to read* poetry properly, the poet never 
persuades us to believe anything . . . What we learn 
from Dante, or the Bhagavad-gita, or any other religious 
poetry is what it feels like to believe that religion. 

T. S. Eliot. Address at Concord Academy 1947 

I N a quotation from Jung in the first chapter of this book 1 
he attempts to give some idea of the new centre of being 
attained by the process of ‘transformation’ which results 
in the integration of the personality. He describes the intuitive 
nature of perception through which this centre is apprehended, 
and its character as an experience of pattern and control. He 
adds: ‘Visualizations are never more than awkward attempts 
of a fumbling mind to give some form to the inexpressible 
psychological facts.’ The visualizations which he is here 
referring to are dream images which characterize the final 
phase of the whole ‘archetype of transformation.’ This arche¬ 
type, since in his description of it, it is being lived, not 
fashioned into art, is in no sense a procession of clear ‘primor¬ 
dial images,’ the myth of a Quest or a Pilgrim’s Progress. 
Throughout, there is synthesis as well as sequence. The single 
images within the whole experience ‘are not isolated from each 
other in the unconscious but are in a state of the most complete 
mutual interpenetration and interfusion.’ But in spite of this, 
if the conscious will is collaborating with the revelations con¬ 
tained in the dream symbols, Jung traces an apparently pur¬ 
posive sequence of images creating the gradual shift from the 

1 See page 13. 
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ego as the centre of being, to a different centre. It begins with 
the going down into the darkness, to the water, the mythical 
theme of the hero’s journey under the sea or a lake, or in the 
belly of a beast, or as a Fisher King. It means a meeting with 
the Shadow, actually the inner realities of a man’s own un¬ 
conscious, however it may be transposed into monsters and 
dragons and ordeals. It means a repudiation of the old practical 
guides of the ego, and the allowing of the ego to be object 
not subject; the experience of ‘not doing.’ The new centre 
of value will then reveal itself under the image of some form 
of enclosure, Which to Jung has the meaning of the Greek 
temenos, an isolated sacred place; visualized in dream as gar¬ 
den, courtyard or such. At the same time, the anima figure 
makes its appearance, symbol of the woman element in man, 
with which he must come to terms if he is to develop further. 
Images of a miraculous child and the sensations of renewal 
through it come from the unconscious. The anima figure be¬ 
comes increasingly depersonalized, as the feminine function 
she represents becomes integrated into the total response of the 
personality, and diffuses itself throughout consciousness. More 
and more, dramatic figures as actors cease to appear as symbols 
of the new centre, and it reveals itself as abstract pattern, in 
dream symbols of plastic design which bring extraordinary 
sensations of release, assurance and ‘rightness.’ 

What they bring is, according to Jung, the sense of wholeness j 
of personality, the Self in place of the Ego. The deepest! 
feelings of the Ego become its assurance of relationship with 
the Self, a relationship which can only be ‘sensed’ since whole¬ 
ness of personality is an ideal which is humanly unattainable; 
which can be experienced only through its parts. Moreover it 
is a feeling which develops very gradually and becomes a part 
of experience at the cost of great effort, and is at once ‘task 
and goal.’ Efforts to visualize the fleeting images in drawings 
take most varied forms, but according to Jung, have always 
certain elements in the design which are constant. They are in 
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the form of what he calls a mandala. He says that mandala is 
a Sanskrit word meaning magic circle, and that the basic de¬ 
sign includes always a circle, having a centre, and divided 
into four equal parts. 

This design has turned up in every cultural region, 
more or less, and we find it today not only in Christian 
churches, but in Tibetan monasteries as well. It is the 
so-called sun-wheel, and as it dates from a time when 
no one had thought of wheels as a mechanical device, 
it cannot have its source in any experience of the ex¬ 
ternal world. It is rather a symbol that stands for a 
psychic happening; it covers an experience of the inner 
world. 2 

Jung asserts that the mandala dream image always combines 
the elements of a circular rotation, (frequently of rotating 
light), some element of ‘fourness,’ and the all-important centre. 
Whereas in its consciously religious art-forms in West and East, 
the centre will have the figure of Christ or Buddha, (generally 
within the design of rose or lotus), the secular unconscious 
seems generally to produce some natural symbolic emblem such 
as flower, sun, star, or pool of water. 8 But he regards all such 
manifestations as ‘expressions of a certain attitude which we 
cannot avoid calling religious.’ . . . ‘Religion is a relationship 
to the highest and strongest value . . . The relationship is 
voluntary as well as involuntary, that is, you can accept con¬ 
sciously the value by which you are possessed unconsciously.’ 4 

In the mandala pattern, the circle suggests the imagined 
wholeness of being, and the centre the point at which the 
resolution of opposites occurs which makes such a sense of 
wholeness possible. For Jung sees the pattern of ‘reality’ in 

* 'Psychology and Literature.’ Modem Man in Search of a Soul, p. 188. 

3 Iconographers tell me that the mandala is a Chinese pattern only, 

and that reproductions of Indian and Christian pictorial designs which 
Jung in his books calls mandalas are not recognized as such by them. 

* Psychology and Religion, p. 98. 
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the Heraclitean terms of a dynamic system in which a central 
energy perpetuates itself by opposing forces which, though 
apparently antitheses, are found to be phases of one cyclical 
process. As Heraclitus says: ‘The unlike is joined together and 
from differences result most beautiful harmony, and all things 
take place by strife.’ Heraclitus too, though he had no concept 
of a round world in which to place his imagery of pattern, 
saw the four elements as alternatively predominating con¬ 
stituents of one universe. Jung traces the insistence upon ‘four- 
ness’ which the mandala dreams and drawings always possess, 
to some inexplicable constituent in the unconscious mind which 
is constantly asserting itself in symbol. He calls it ‘the archety¬ 
pal image of God as manifested in his creation,’ citing the 
visions of Ezekiel and the Apocalypse as literary illustrations. 
He comments: ‘The central Christian symbolism is a Trinity, 
but the formula of the unconscious mind is a quatemity.® To 
the unconscious there seems to be something wholer about 
fourness than threeness. 

Jung’s speculations about the mandala imagery have led, 
as he says, to the accusation that he is ‘mystical.’ His reply is 
that if so, it is because the ‘mystical’ idea is enforced by the 
natural and spontaneous occurrences of the unconscious mind, 
which, he has found, always produce the same kind of symbol¬ 
ism to give vision and sensation to a certain attitude of con¬ 
sciousness which produces harmonious living. He is careful to 
make it clear that he is not attempting to prove the existence 
of God through the presence of mandalas. ‘They prove only the 
existence of an archetypal image of the Deity, which to my 
mind is the most we can assert psychologically about God. 
But as it is a very important and influential archetype, its 
relatively frequent occurrence seems to be a noteworthy fact 
for any theologia naturalis.’ * 

8 Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, p. 265. 

* Psychology and Religion, p. 73. 
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It will be clear to those familiar with Four Quartets that 
Eliot’s imagined circle and ‘still point’ have what Jung calls 
the mandala form, though any materials supplied by the 
unconscious would only confirm what Eliot had already ac¬ 
cepted intellectually: psychology is the handmaid and not the 
housekeeper of theology. Eliot too is frequently accused of 
‘mysticism,’ a word loosely used nowadays, and associated 
almost always with emotional experiences unrelated to any 
intellectual and moral discipline. Eliot’s ‘mysticism’ is never 
of this nature, as he has tried to make clear in his prose 
writings. He is in the tradition of those Christian and Oriental 
mystics who have believed that moments of intuitive insight 
into the nature of ‘reality’ come as the crown to ‘prayer, ob¬ 
servance, discipline, thought and action.’ His poetry from 
Gerontion onwards is a record of the gradual development 
from the position where his intellect accepted Christian dogma, 
through the stages by which intellectual acceptance grew pain¬ 
fully and arduously into a conviction embracing the totality 
of personal and social experience. As he says himself: ‘a re¬ 
ligious “experience” without dogma is very different from the 
experience of believing a dogma.’ 7 

Four Quartets are his ripest, most complex and most com¬ 
plete expression of ‘the experience of believing a dogma’; of 
the moments of intuitive apprehension of its truth, and of 
the relation of these to a view of history and to the general 
living of life. Of the ‘mystical’ experiences of the moments of 
vision, Eliot says in his essay on Pascal, 8 ‘you may call it 
communion with the Divine, or you may call it a temporary 
crystallisation of the mind,’ and he comments that such illumi¬ 
nations occur to many people who are not mystics, and that 
‘they can be judged only by their fruits.’ Four Quartets are 
religious poems, but as Eliot said of other great religious 

7 ‘Planning and Religion,’ Theology. May 1943. 

8 The whole of this essay throws much light on the attitude of mind 
behind Four Quartets. 
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poetry, the poet is not persuading us to believe anything, he is 
revealing what it feels like to believe his religion. And to be¬ 
lieve it not only intellectually, but with the whole personality. 
He is creating in language the steps in thought and feeling, 
and the moments of sudden apprehension, in and through which 
he has felt the conflicting oppositions of the worlds of nature 
and of ‘spirit’; of time and the timeless; of the personal and 
the social; of inner and outer actualities; of life and death, to 
be ‘conquered and reconciled’ in the central symbol of Incar¬ 
nation, although that remains only ‘half-guessed, half under¬ 
stood.’ Of how, moreover, the principle of incarnation seems 
to work on all sorts of levels, appearing in ‘hints and guesses’ 
in all those creative aspects of living by which humanity tran¬ 
scends, and always has transcended, its slavery to time and 
place. 

Steps in the historical growth of this process of revelation 
are hinted at in the quotations from Heraclitus and the 
Bhagavad-gita, but what to Eliot is the ultimate revelation is 
never presented directly. It appears in allusion and quotation 
from Dante, from medieval English mystics, from St. John of 
the Cross, and in connecting the poems with events in the 
Church calendar, but never by direct quotation of the familiar, 
smooth-worn words of the Gospels. It is only by implication 
that we continually hear the old words in a new voice, and par¬ 
ticularly those telling of the way, the truth, and the life. 
Nor is anything ever presented as the dogma of a Church. The 
full illumination of the Christian concept is not the starting 
point but what is arrived at. The poems are a process of 
exploration, both along the movements of time, and inward 
into the stillness of ‘consciousness.’ This idea emerges in the 
imagery of travelling, which is sustained throughout. What is 
arrived at, the moments of intensified living, are also subtly 
transformed, as the quality of revelation grows and spreads. 
And the two processes by which the truth is revealed—through 
the way and through the life—the travelling and the sense of 
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arrival, the means and the ends, the becoming and the being, 
are inseparable, always in a condition of interpenetration and 
intertwining. The two modes of experiencing—by exploration 
and by apprehension—are again reflected in the ways in which 
the poet approaches his themes. The whole sequence opens 
with a passage of musing philosophical speculation and ends 
with a passage of the utmost symbolic intensity and concen¬ 
tration. The approach by way of analytical exploration, and 
the direct intuitive revelation through symbol alternate 
throughout, merge into one another by subtle transitions and 
become one in the total rhythmical structure. 


A parallel between the living of life with its centre in the 
symbol of Incarnation, and the creation of art as another sym¬ 
bol of which incarnation is the centre, is sustained through¬ 
out. Poetry and music are united in the title of the poems* 
The parallel between the creation of life and art will be dis¬ 
cussed later, but the title is one illustration of the ‘fourness’ 
which Jung emphasizes so much as an element in the mandala 
pattern. This goes far beyond the musical suggestion and is of 
the greatest intricacy and elaboration. The whole design is of 
a four-in-one. The division of the physical universe into the 
four elements of air, earth, water and fire is used symbolically 
to express the elements in the nature of man which make him 
the microcosm of the macrocosm. His powers of abstraction 
are air; the chemical composition of his body is earth; the life- 
stream in his blood is water; his spirit is fire. Each poem 
emphasizes one element in particular. Each poem too creates 
one of four different ways of looking at time: time as memory; 
time as a cyclical pattern; time as flux; time as the revelation 

* A parallel with musical structure is discussed by Helen L. Gardner 
in Four Quartets: A Commentary (T. S. Eliot: A study of his writings 
by several hands, pp. 58-60). The whole essay is full of valuable sug¬ 
gestions. 
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of the meaning of ‘history.’ Time itself is the fourth dimen¬ 
sion of space. The title of each poem is the name of a place, 
and that place is related to the poet’s experience in the present, 
and to events in the past. The four seasons play their part and 
are related to four periods in the life of man. 

All these quarters which make the various ‘quatemities’ 
are enclosed within an image of human experience as ‘the 
turning world.’ But the image of the turning world is twofold: 
there are two co-existent turning worlds, two ‘spheres of 
existence.’ One is the physical, external world of temporal 
and spatial manifestations; the world of perpetual change. 
The other is the unseen world of inner unchanging pattern, 
whose centre is ‘the still point.’ Man is ‘involved’ with both 
and is part of the pattern of both. The themes of the poems 
are the revelation of this double relationship—to the world 
of nature and to the world of spirit—and of the results of the 
lack of relationship. 


These themes have their first statements in the two epigraphs 
from Heraclitus. The first says: ‘Although the Word (logos)r' 
is common to all, most men live as if they had each a private 
wisdom of his own.’ The second says: ‘The way up and the 
way down are one and the same.’ Philip Wheelwright 10 explains 
the idea behind the second epigraph thus: 

‘The way up’ meant to Heraclitus, outwardly, the 
qualitative movement from rock and earth through the 
intermediate stages of mud, water, cloud, air, and 
aether, to the rarest and uttermost of all states, which 
is fire; ‘the way down’ meant the contrary movement. 
Both the movements are in process all the time in all 
things that exist, hence they are said to be ‘the same.’ 
Existence thus involves unceasing tension between up- 

10 ‘Eliot’s Philosophical Themes.’ T. S. Eliot: A study of his writings 
by several hands, p. 100. 



148 T. S. ELIOT: THE DESIGN OF HIS POETRY 

ward and downward pulls—toward the realm of rarity, 
warmth, light and toward the realm of density, cold, 
dark. The pull is not only observed in physical phe¬ 
nomena, it operates too in our souls. 

All things exist in tension, but to Heraclitus the ‘reconciliation 
of the opposites’ means their creative interdependence in ac¬ 
cordance with a universal law but not their transcendence. He 
has no concept of a ‘still point’ where all the emotional opposi¬ 
tions are ‘gathered and reconciled’ and ‘conquered’ by having 
meaning in terms of resolution. So that Eliot’s interpretation 
of ‘the way up and the way down’ is not that of Heraclitus. To 
him the words mean that an exploration of all the human 
emotional equivalents of birth-death, war-peace, day-night, 
height-depth, heat-cold, movement-stillness, leads to the dis¬ 
covery that all the ‘ways’ lead to the ‘life’ in the centre, and to 
the revelation of the ‘truth’ of that symbol. It is the revelation 
in ‘the turning world’ of ‘the word which is common to all.’ 

Outside the turning worlds of human experience, both 
outer and inner, is the Logos itself, the ‘unmoved mover’: 

Love is itself unmoving, 

Only the cause and end of movement. 

But that Absolute is unattainable since humanity is inextricably 
involved within the physical turning world where all time 
and movement are relative. The ‘still point’ therefore is the 
point of intersection between time and the timeless, between 
stillness and movement, and partakes of the qualities of both 
the eternal unmoving Logos and the inescapable world of time 
and movement: ‘only through time time is conquered.’ If we 
try to place it in definition, in time it is the ‘eternal present,’ 
the dimension of time existing outside its divisions into the 
cycle of past, present and future, but which has to be defined in 
temporal terms. If we try to define it in space, we have to 
envisage (to quote Mr. Wheelwright again) ‘a mathematically 
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pure point’ existing at the centre of a revolving wheel: again 
not a part of its movement, but to be expressed only by refer¬ 
ence to movement. For an inescapable condition of our physi¬ 
cal turning world is that we exist in space-time. 


But our punctual rotary prison, with physical dissolution as 
the inevitable and inexorable end of our sojourn in it, can be 
transformed if we become a part of the inner pattern, the 
other ‘sphere of existence,’ which, though unseen, inheres in it. 
We are made fully aware of it only in those moments of 
‘communion with the Divine’ or of ‘temporary crystallisation 
of the mind,’ when the sense of ‘wholeness’ becomes an 
actuality. In those moments we reach ‘the still point’; we are 
conscious of release from the tension of the opposites and 
their sudden resolution into harmony. ‘Sudden in a shaft of 
sunlight’ these moments of insight and intensification of living, 
come; and in those moments we touch ‘reality.’ They may 
occur in memory or day-dream; in religious contemplation; in 
any moment of ‘sudden illumination,’ and in the full experience 
of works of art. The rest is, from one point of view ‘the waste, 
sad time stretching before and after.’ But nevertheless that 
can be lived in the light of the revelation, in the knowledge 
that the pattern subsists. Though the individual is in the midst 
of the oppositions and conflicts, doomed to ego-consciousness, 
a part of the eternal flux, a unit in society, a fragment in 
history, a mere ‘word’ or ‘note,’ still the hidden design is there, 
‘in the world and for the world.’ If the individual consciousness 
recognizes this, it has a centre towards which all action may 
point, round which it can revolve, and from which it is con¬ 
trolled. It will then ‘move in measure like a dancer’; and at 
moments it will experience ‘the still point’ where the stillness 
and dancing become one. 

The still point may be reached by the ‘way* through any 
of the apparent opposites; through light or darkness, a begin- 
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ning or an ending, harmony or silence, plenitude or vacancy, 
movement or abstention from movement. Any way will prove 
to be ‘the same’ and each to include the other, as part of the 
whole, in the ‘sphere’ whose centre is the point. But in absolute 
contrast to this patterned existence are all those uncoordinated 
oppositions and conflicts which are without a central control. 
In the individual life, there are the ‘ways’ which are, as it were, 
spokes in the wheel and all part of the design centreing in the 
‘mathematically pure point’ at its axis. To follow these is to be 
a part of the larger pattern; to be within the ‘dance.’ But in 
absolute contrast to that is the confusion and lack of pattern 
if the only centre of existence is the ego; if life is lived ‘as if 
each had a private wisdom of his own.’ Then there is no co¬ 
ordinating pattern and the movements and stillnesses which 
result are of a completely different character. 

In image after image Eliot suggests the quality of the pas¬ 
sively inert or actively errant existence which is governed 
neither by the great ordered rhythms of the external world, 
nor by the inner order of the imaginary wheel. Such existence 
is to be neither in ‘the way up’ or ‘the way down’; it is to be 

in a dark wood, in a bramble, 

On the edge of a grimpen, where is no secure foothold . . . 

It is to be neither in the controlled rhythm of movement, nor 
the controlled ‘stillness,’ but to be ‘that which is only moved/ 
And has in it no source of movement.’ It is a condition of 

Tumid apathy with no concentration 

Men and bits of paper, whirled by the cold wind . . . 

It is to be ‘in a drifting boat with a slow leakage.’ It is to be 
neither in active life nor in that creative ‘death’ which precedes 
rebirth, but to be in anaesthesia, when ‘the mind is conscious, 
but conscious of nothing.’ It is to be neither in day nor night, 
but a time that is ‘dark in the afternoon.’ It is neither attach* 
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ment nor detachment, but ‘indifference.’ It is not harmony nor 
silence but a ‘twittering world,’ or among voices ‘scolding, 
mocking or merely chattering.’ 

The great dramatic oppositions in the poems then, are be¬ 
tween the way and the life of creative, organic order, and 
the way and the death of destructive inorganic disorder. It is 
in those terms that Good and Evil are presented: pattern and 
lack of pattern; design and chaos. The poems create a vision of 
the whole of human experience seen within this cosmic out¬ 
line. That is their philosophic aim and end. But Four Quartets 
are poetry before they are philosophy, or at least the philosophy 
is inseparable from the poetry. It is- in terms of the word as 
mythos that they create it as logos. It is precisely as Eliot said 
of Dante: ‘The insistence throughout is upon states of feeling: 
the reasoning takes only its proper place as a means of reach¬ 
ing these states.’ 


BURNT NORTON 

The title is the name of a manor house in Gloucestershire. 
Since in the other three poems the place-name of the title 
relates the poet himself to the particular theme of the poem, 
it seems likely that this does too. It may be the scene ol«a 
memory, or a place where the vision of a ‘might have been’ 
formed itself in his consciousness. But as I have said, besides 
bringing the associations of four different places, each of the 
poems is associated with one of the four elements, and the 
reflection of this element in the nature of man permeates the 
theme and is the starting point for its statement. In Burnt 
Norton the element is air, which corresponds as it were to the 
thought processes in man; his possession of memory, and his 
power of intellectual speculation and spiritual contemplation. 

The poem opens with a passage of musing commentary on 
the nature of experience in time, with three self-contained 
propositions, and then a statement of what is really the sub- 
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stance and conclusion of all four poems. 11 First there is the 
usual concept of time as progression, and events as a sequence 
of cause and effect: 

Time present and time past 

Are both perhaps present in time future, 

And time future contained in time past. 

Then there is the concept of time as ‘eternally present,’ with 
the comment that if that is so, it makes time ‘unredeemable’; 
nothing can be altered, we can’t bring back the past. This state¬ 
ment is left as it is for the moment: it is developed in the later 
poems and shown to be a half truth only. Finally there is a 
third category of experience ‘what might have been’—the po¬ 
tential. This is ‘perpetual,’ but exists only ‘in a world of 
speculation.’ The three aspects of time are then reduced to the 
central truth: 

What might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, which is always present. 

This is the first entrance of subtle ambiguity in the language, 
with its two-faced meanings of point, end and present. As a 
summing up of time as progression, it says that what has been 
(the past) and what might have been (the potentialities of the 
past) point to the present as their conclusion: that is what 
they have produced. As a summing up of the second idea of 
the eternal present as a ‘point,’ it says that what that points to 
is both that the present moment is the only actuality, and that 
what to do in the present is an aim or purpose which is always 
present with us. 

Then the pure abstraction modulates into a transition pas¬ 
sage. ‘What might have been’ is translated into the sensuous 
embodiment of the echoing footfalls down the imaginary pas- 

11 Though it is usual to refer to Bergson’s theories of Time as Eliot’s 
starting point, Louis L. Martz, in an interesting article in The Sewanee 
Review (Winter 1947: reprinted in T. S. Eliot: A Selected Critique), 
quotes passages from St. Augustine’s Confessions which are very pertinent 
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sage to the closed door into the rose-garden. ‘My words echo / 
Thus in your mind,’ says the poet. He may be addressing the 
reader and suggesting that such experiences are common to all; 
or the echoes may be in the mind of the woman in the imag¬ 
inary scene. Then he returns to the symbolic presentation of 
the past as ‘dust on a bowl of rose-leaves.’ What purpose can 
such disturbing memories have, since the past is unredeemable, 
its pattern unalterable? 

The rhythm quickens to a sense of breathless expectancy 
and creates the sense of the mind darting about, confusing the 
logic of temporal and spatial happenings in its own spontaneous 
flight into ‘the garden.’ The interpretation of the lovely scene 
in the rose-garden itself must depend on personal readings. 
Many people seem to feel it as a memory of childhood, taking 
‘our first world’ to mean that. I interpret the whole passage in 
the light of the line between the conclusion of the development 
of all the themes and the final recapitulation at the end of 
Little Gidding: ‘With the drawing of this Love and the voice 
of this Calling.’ That transfigures the bird and the roses of 
Burnt Norton into the dove of Little Gidding and the rose of 
fire and light at the end of that poem: that is, nature becomes 
a symbol of a spiritual truth which transcends it. By the end 
of the poems ‘our first world’ and the children in the leaves 
hold a suggestion of the age of innocence in the Garden of 
, Eden, before the pattern of perfect relationship between God, 
man and nature was clouded and darkened. Here, in Burnt 
Norton, a transcendence of nature is brought about by the 
experience being ‘an airy nothing’ given ‘a local habitation,’ 
and by its fusion of nature and man into perfect inter-relation¬ 
ship. But the experience itself—that of this love and this call¬ 
ing—seems to me to be that of love as a part of the natural 
world, the ‘first world’ of our development as human beings, 
the first ‘gate’ on the way. The voice of the thrush is ‘decep¬ 
tion,’ partly because the whole thing is unseen and unheard 
by the outward senses, and partly because the experience, 
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though it is one of the moments of ‘reality/ contains only a 
partial revelation of it, since its centre is in the sense world. 

The vision is created in flowing, free and melodious rhythms, 
its invisible and inaudible quality mysteriously carried by the 
clearest pictures and verse music. The actual setting in place 
and time is an autumn scene, but the echoing footfalls of mem-’ 
ory and might-have-been enter the deserted rose-garden and 
people it with life from an inner world. The voice of the bird 
calls in response to ‘unheard music’ in the shrubbery; the 
unseen figures must be there ‘for the roses had the look of 
flowers that are looked at.’ The roses (the emblems of earthly 
love) and the dream figures from the past are blended into an 
inseparable union of giving and receiving, ‘accepted and accept¬ 
ing.’ With that the scene groups itself round a symbolic centre 
‘in a formal pattern.’ The roses and the figures move, concen¬ 
trating the ‘point’ of vision from the garden to the evergreen 
‘box circle’ and thence to the pool and the lotos. The actual 
deserted drained pool, and its emotional counterpart in the 
hardness and dryness and neutral shades of the actuality of 
life, are suddenly transformed into the exquisite moment: 

And the pool was filled with water out of sunlight, 

And the lotos rose, quietly, quietly, 

The surface glittered out of heart of light, 

And they were behind us, reflected in the pool. 

Here in natural terms, in the autumn ‘vibrant air’ is the parallel 
with what in Little Gidding is the ‘mid-winter spring’ of the 
Pentecostal fire, which is ‘not in the scheme of generation.’ 
Here, nature and man seem part of an indestructible unity and 
harmony which is within the scheme of generation; the golden 
cup of the lotos and the surface of the pool receiving their 
glittering light from the physical sun; the human figures and 
the roses reflected in the water; the fading leaves full of chil¬ 
dren ‘hidden excitedly, containing laughter.’ The vision is that 
of an ecstasy of fulfilment at the human and natural level. 
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which is a beautiful ‘reality,’ though not the ultimate one. It 
is blotted out by the cloud, the bird says ‘Go, go, go’—leave 
that garden—and we are brought back from the vision to the 
grave statement of the opening, that all things ‘point to one 
end, which is always present.’ 


The lovely dancing lyric at the opening of the second move¬ 
ment is obviously based on the Heraclitean idea of the per¬ 
petual strife which resolves itself into beautiful harmony. The 
apparently conflicting and the apparently static are all part of 
an eternal moving pattern, existing simultaneously in all the 
elements in nature and linking them in a dynamic whole. The 
only inanimate thing is ‘the bedded axle-tree,’ maybe a relic 
of some chariot or gun-carriage in a ‘forgotten war,’ but re¬ 
minding us of the symbol of the wheel. 14 From the bright stones 
under it and the bright flowers around it, from under the 
‘sodden floor’ up to the stars, there streams up and down this 
uninterrupted energy of strife, forming itself into harmonious 
living patterns; singing, dancing, circulating, and having their 
final meaning in ‘the stars,’ the reflection of the Heraclitean 
‘fire.’ Even the rather horrible strife of pursuer and pursued, 
the boarhound and the boar, is constellated (like the warring 
of the Olympian gods?) into an eternally subsisting order. 

But then there is a complete change of rhythm. Heraclitus’ 
system had no still point, which makes his dance very different. 
His concept of reconciliation is that of perpetual sustaining 
tension between opposites and not of a centre of resolution. 
How then define this centre dispassionately, rationally? In 
place of the crowding, swift images creating the ever-changing 
configurations of natural forces, the rhythm becomes slow, the 

u In the light of the later Quartets, I suspect that the bedded axle 
tree may be a concealed symbol of Incarnation, and that the ‘bedded’ 
and ‘tree’ unite manger and cross. Nature with all her patterns dots 
our realisation of the spiritual pattern which is imbedded in nature end 
yet a different ‘sphere.’ But the image is not developed in the other .poetha 
and this may be forcing a meaning. 
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vocabulary abstract, the method analytical. But the poet finds 
the language of logic inadequate here. The still point can be 
approached only through paradox and negation. It is nothing 
that can be measured in terms of time, or of movement and 
fixity, of body or spirit, of ascent and descent. And yet it can¬ 
not be detached from these things, because though it is the 
point where there is no movement, it controls all the movement, 
and it is only through the measured movements that its pres¬ 
ence can be known. It exists, but cannot be captured in a 
where or when. 

Breaking off the effort at definition by negation and exclu¬ 
sion, the next sequence, continuing the analytical approach, 
describes in positive terms the quality of the experience, which 
has been given direct sensuous revelation in the vision in the 
rose-garden. It is a feeling of detachment from the ego and its 
conflicts, with a sense of grace and illumination and combined 
stillness and movement; a keeping of personal identity, and 
of the world of human experience, and ypt an expansion beyond 
it and an elevation above it. Above all a sense of wholeness, in 
which the fragmentary nature of human experience, its partial 
ecstasy, and its partial horror, are completed and resolved and 
given meaning. Yet man, because he is human, cannot live at 
the level of the apprehension of wholeness. ‘Woven in the weak¬ 
ness of the changing body’ are the inextricable strands which 
chain him to time and change. But the chains protect him too. 
They protect him from more than glimpses of absolute good 
or evil, ecstasy or agony, ‘which flesh cannot endure’—whose 
duration would cost man his humanity, since time and change 
are the laws of his being. 13 He has these moments of ecstasy 
when he seems to transcend time and conquer it, but it is only 
within the pattern of time that they can be seen to be a part of 
a timeless pattern. 

18 These lines recall the passage in the Bhagavad-gita where Krishna, at 
Arjuna’s request, reveals himself in his divine Form. The glory and 
horror are so overwhelming that Arjuna cannot endure the revelation, and 
begs the God to resume his incarnation as friend and fellow-mortal. 
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The third movement introduces the theme which is in abso¬ 
lute contrast to that of life as part of an ordered natural 
process, and of life as a pattern of inner relationships centred 
in the still point, and pointed towards it. It is that of life with 
no centre, no ordered direction, no organic relationships. Eliot 
creates these antitheses into a passage where images of them 
and the language in which they are described produce the most 
immediate and concrete sensations. On the one hand we feel 
the true emotional oppositions, by any of which the still point 
may be reached and which are as patterned as the natural 
images which symbolize them; on the other all the confusion 
and fragmentariness and negative neutrality of the dim ‘place 
of disaffection.’ That word itself at once condenses a complex 
of ideas of the cause and effect of the condition. It carries 
connotations of discontent; of the diminution and alienation 
of affection; and of disorder. The next lines contrast the oppo¬ 
sitions which are rendered lucid by the sense of pattern, with 
the disaffection and dimness, which are 

' neither daylight 
Investing form with lucid stillness 
Turning shadow into transient beauty 
With slow rotation suggesting permanence 
Nor darkness to purify the soul 
Emptying the sensual with deprivation 
Cleansing affection from the temporal. 

Neither plenitude nor vacancy. 

The London scene which follows continues the parallels. In¬ 
stead of creative tension there is strain on the ‘time-ridden 
faces / Distracted from distraction by distraction.’ Instead of 
light or dark, a flicker and faded air and gloomy hills; instead 
of plenitude or vacancy, the faces ‘filled with fancies and 
empty of meaning’; instead of wholeness, unwholesome lungs, 
unhealthy souls; instead of permanence and lucid stillness, the 
tumid apathy of the torpid; instead of measured movement the 
‘men and bits of paper, whirled by the cold wind.’ 
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From all ‘this twittering world’ of dim light and dim human¬ 
ity, the poet turns to the creative ‘way down’ into the inner 
darkness and isolation and silence, to the vacancy which is 
not ‘empty of meaning,’ but empty of self. It is ‘deprivation / 
And destitution of all property,’ the active forsaking of the 
ego, the way of withdrawal from the worlds of both sense and 
spirit, the disciplined ‘abstention from movement’; 

while the world moves 
In appetency, on its metalled ways 
Of time past and time future. 

Here again in appetency there is a great concentration of mean¬ 
ing. Not only the sense of conscious and unconscious compul¬ 
sive drives, but the reminder of the Lamarckian doctrine that 
changes in the desires and needs of an organism result in 
adaptive modifications of its structure. So that the ‘metalled 
ways’ on which the urban world now moves, suggest not only 
a picture of it as a vast network of roads and railways leading 
nowhere, but the whole quality of the mechanistic culture of 
today and its possible consequences for the future of the race. 


After the formal declaration and loaded latinized language 
of the third movement, the short lyric of the fourth takes us 
back to the memory of the vision in the garden, but in a very 
different mood. There, there was the ecstatic assurance of lucid 
pattern uniting nature and man. This was reinforced by the 
lyric emphasizing the dynamic order of the natural world and 
the passages of analysis describing the order of the world of 
spirit. Against this was the disorder of the modem city. From 
this the poet turned to a discipline of spiritual negation and a 
conquest of sense. But that is a voluntary darkness and empti¬ 
ness; there is a return from it to the world which had been 
renounced. What of the involuntary defeat of the darkness and 
silence of death, which is the inevitable end^of ‘the changing 
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body?’ With mingled horror and hope the poet questions its 
meaning. 


Time and the bell have buried the day, 

The black cloud carries the sun away. 

The day and all that daylight brought, ‘investing form with 
lucid stillness’ and the sense of permanent moving pattern, is 
‘buried’; its lucid stillness destroyed by the black cloud and 
the death knell. The only sense of movement is the carrying 
away of the sun by the cloud, not only obscuring but removing 
the unmovrng centre of the universe as we know it. This fact 
brings at one level sensations of pure terror. The words bury, 
cloud, clutch, cling, curled fingers, and the isolation of chitt as 
a line in itself, suggest obliteration, dark cold extinction, 
strangulation by forces against which man is helpless. Will the 
only centre of life then be the nourishment our rotting bodies 
supply to the loveliness of flowers and trees? But there is 
another tone of gentler questioning. To pass into the pattern 
of nature expressed in the turning of the sunflower; in the 
tendrils and sprays of the clematis straying down, bending, 
clutching and clinging; in the curled fingers of the yew, has its 
own beauty. But will it be all? The tones of both horror and 
tender regret in the question are answered by the flashing 
image of the kingfisher in relation to the source of natural 
light, and its parallel in terms of the spirit. 

After the kingfisher’s wing 

Has answered light to light, and is silent, the light is 
still 

At the still point of the turning world. 

The opposition of the movement of the kingfisher’s wing 
and silence, in the last image, leads on to the next subject, the 
union of movement and stillness in a work of art and its 
parallel with the worlds of time and the still point. The poet 
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shifts again to analytical discourse, this time in flowing speech 
rhythms. Again we have the two worlds of the temporal and 
the unchanging contrasted. The actuality of poetry and music 
to eye and ear is a series of progressions in a temporal sequence. 
But if they existed only in that dimension they would die like 
the flower and the kingfisher. Their ‘reality’ is a matter of 
dynamic relationships, a structure where every part is involved 
with every other part to form an indivisible whole. The tem¬ 
poral sequence is co-existent with the unchanging pattern, all 
held together in a vital tension of sound and meaning. Carrying 
on the image of the whole as a system of tensions, he says: 

Words strain, 

Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 

Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, 

Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place, 

Will not stay still. Shrieking voices 
Scolding, mocking, or merely chattering, 

Always assail them. 

We shift almost imperceptibly from the abstract discussion of 
an intellectual aesthetic to the immediate reminder that this is 
by way of illustration of something else. The theme is not 
primarily a matter of aesthetics or physics. The burden is not 
only the weight on a word. The imprecision is linked with the 
concrete decay, the loss of tension with the concrete slip, slide, 
perish. The abstract stillness and movement of poetic ‘form’ 
is invaded by the discordant, irrelevant ‘voices.’ In the last 
image the sense of border is suddenly intensified and its 
menace as the enemy of pattern and permanence is created in 
the word assail. Then ‘words’ become the Word and we are 
translated from art to life. 


The Word in the desert 
Is most attacked by voices of temptation, 

The crying shadow in the funeral dance, 

The loud lament of the disconsolate chimera. 
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The temptation, the attack on creative order, becomes the 
wonderful complex imagery of the last two lines, where the 
harmonious dance is disturbed by ‘the funeral dance,’ and 
where noise, darkness, self-pity and self-deception invade the 
stillness. ‘The disconsolate chimera’ is another of those strokes 
of genius where the words absorb and radiate implications. 
Disconsolate, recalling the earlier disaffection, carries the mean¬ 
ing of comfortless and melancholy, while chimera is both an 
empty, meaningless fancy and the incongruously composed 
monster slain by Bellerophon. Every aspect of the meanings 
fuse, and the loud lament and the crying shadow again enforce 
the sense of discord, pain and confused darkness of the tempta¬ 
tion. 

The recapitulation of the whole poem moves in a measure of 
short fluent lines, which is used again at the conclusion of Thp 
Dry Salvages and Little Gidding. The pattern of dynamic 
tensions sustaining life, which in the natural world was ‘figured 
in the drift of stars’ and down to the garlic and the mud, is, in 
the world of spirit ‘the figure of the ten stairs.’ This is a refer¬ 
ence to St. John of the Cross, who pictured the discipline of 
contemplation as a ladder of ten steps ‘which the soul is ascend¬ 
ing and descending continually in ecstasy and humiliation until 
it has acquired perfect habits.’ The summit of the ladder and 
what it rests upon is God as Love, and for a moment we are 
taken outside of both the turning world and the pattern whose 
centre is the still point, to the unmoved mover who exists 
untouched by the temporal, by the ‘form of limitation’ decreed 
by life. Love in its human aspect cannot rid itself entirely of the 
element of desire. It can reach only to the moment of ‘reality* 
in the rose-garden, when, for a brief instant, nature and spirit 
glittered together ‘out of heart of light.’ Swiftly we are trans¬ 
ported back to that ecstasy— 

Sudden in a shaft of sunlight 

Even while the dust moves 
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There rises the hidden laughter 
Of children in the foliage 
Quick now, here, now, always— 

The ‘purpose’ of the disturbance of the dust on the bowl of 
rose-leaves is now clear. It is a reminder that every moment 
of time can be transfigured by the apprehension of the timeless 
pattern and the sharing of its vitality. The release, the ‘grace 
of sense,’ the spontaneous, joyous illumination, comes like the 
‘dancing arrow’ 14 of bird flight, flashes in the here and now— 
and is gone—leaving the sense of the combined unimportance 
and unworthiness and mockery of ‘the aspect of time.’ 

Ridiculous the waste sad time 
, Stretching before and after. 


EAST COKER 

In East Coker,™ although, as in all the Quartets, the themes 
are the same, they are felt in a completely different emotional 
context and treated in a completely different mood of response. 
Instead of the philosophical abstraction and objective detach¬ 
ment of Burnt Norton, there is direct personal application. It 
is the most openly personal poem Eliot has ever written, though 
it is characteristic that he is not being personal about a purely 
private experience. He speaks as an individual member of a 
society totally involved in the same problem. The prose state¬ 
ment of the position is in a passage of The Idea of a Christian 
Society, published in 1939, the year before the publication of 
the poem. 

14 See the short poem Cape Ann. 

18 J. J. Sweeney was the first critic to identify the allusions in the 
poem and to elucidate its structure. (Southern Review —Spring 1941) I 
am particularly indebted to his essay, which is now reprinted in T. S. 
Eliot: A Selected Critique. 
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I believe that there must be many persons who, like 
myself, were deeply shaken by the events of Septem¬ 
ber 1938; persons to whom that month brought a pro¬ 
founder realization of a general plight ... a feeling of 
humiliation which seemed to demand an act of personal 
contrition, of humility, repentance and amendment; a 
doubt of the validity of a civilization . . . Was our 
society, which had always been so assured of its superi¬ 
ority and rectitude, so confident of its unexamined 
premises, assembled round anything more permanent 
than a congeries of banks, insurance companies, and 
industries, and had it any beliefs more essential than a 
belief in compound interest and the maintenance of 
dividends? 

It is this situation, within the framework of the larger pat¬ 
tern, which the poem creates. From this identification of hinw 
self with the society of which he is inescapably a part, cornel 
the passages of uncompromising denunciation of that society,! 
and of ruthless self-examination and self-dissection. From than 
too comes the sense of stifling oppression and failure and! 
fatigue which colours most of the poem and is dispersed only 
at its conclusion. 

The element in the natural world which has its reflection in 
the nature of man is here earth. Man is a part of the processes 
of nature. He is not only involved in time as an abstract pro¬ 
gression of past, present, future, but in the cyclical pattern of 
its practical aspect as birth, maturity, decay, death. This is the 
pattern woven in his changing body, and it is the pattern of 
the works of his hands and of his mind; of his houses, his polit¬ 
ical ideas, his social structures. This is the link with the place- 
name. Coker is a small village in Somersetshire, which was the 
reputed birthplace of Sir Thomas Elyot, who in 1531 published 
The Boke named the Gouvenour. The book is one of those 
treatises on new moral, political educational and literary ideals, 
which were the result of the 'revival of learning’ and die fresh 
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interest in the study of the classics. It was inspired by all the 
hopes of the dawn of a new era; of a Renaissance from the 
Dark Ages. Eliot himself, from the birthplace of his ancestors, 
from the darkness of a new dark age, from a personal darken¬ 
ing of the spirit, surveys past, present and personal. 


The poem opens with the assertion of what had been specu¬ 
lation at the opening of Burnt Norton. ‘Perhaps,’ said the poet 
there, perhaps present and past are both present in the future. 
But now we are presented with the concrete, indubitable facts 
of life in the sequence of time. They are determined by the 
unalterable laws by which an end succeeds a beginning, by 
which the only unending thing is change, and by which 
dust returns to dust and man’s body becomes finally part of 
the chemical composition of the soil itself. 

In the last section of Burnt Norton, where the first reference 
was made to beginnings and endings, they were shown to be 
necessary but ‘unreal’ aspects of a work of art, which truly 
exists in the form and pattern. That is a whole, just as the 
eternal metaphysical ‘reality’ is a whole, to which any point in 
the temporal or spatial order is equally relevant. But the open¬ 
ing of East Coker insists upon life as ‘succession.’ In the same 
way, ‘the way up and the way down’ in nature are seen here 
not as creative tensions but as successive ‘rising and falling’ in 
a ceaseless process of change. 

Old stone to new building, old timber to new fires, 

Old fires to ashes, and ashes to the earth 
Which is already flesh, fur and faeces, 

Bone of man and beast, cornstalk and leaf. 

There is the life-rhythm which is that of ‘generation’: 18 

18 Cf: Ecclesiastes III. There are verbal echoes from this chapter 
throughout the poem and Eliot obviously intends us to have it in mind. 
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there is a time for building 
And a time for living and for generation 
And a time for the wind to break the loosened pane 
And to shake the wainscot where the field-mouse trots 
And to shake the tattered arras woven with a silent 
motto. 

This is the rhythm of succession (and . . . and . . . and). 
The movement is that of the ‘trot’ of the mouse, and of the 
wind of time that shakes and breaks. The only stillness is that 
of the dead house and the silent motto. 17 

With the repetition of the opening words in the next para¬ 
graph the focus shifts from the general statement, created in 
all its particularity of image, to the scene in the immediate 
present, the ‘now.’ Here, although the whole flavour of the 
poetry is so different, we are back in the same quality of civili¬ 
zation created in the London scene in Burnt Norton. Again 
there is the same half-light and half-life: nothing is clear. There 
is light in the open field, but the deep lane ‘where you lean 
against a bank while a van passes’ is ‘shuttered with branches, 
dark in the afternoon’: 

in a warm haze the sultry light 
Is absorbed, not refracted, by grey stone. 

It is not the ‘lucid stillness, turning shadow into transient 
beauty.’ It has no radiance; it reflects back nothing from its 
source. There is an absolute contrast with the scene in the 
rose-garden. There it was autumn too, but the air was ‘vibrant’ 

17 The silent motto has been identified with that of Mary, Queen of 
Scots, En mo fin est mon commencement. While this is helpful in some 
ways, I feel myself that it distracts attention from the imaginary de¬ 
cayed manor house of Coker, where that would not be the motto. In 
some notes sent by Eliot to his late brother Henry, which Mrs. Theresa 
Ehot has kindly allowed me to see, the comment on the words is: ‘Eliot 
motto face et foe.’ ‘Be silent and act’ could be interpreted as the same 
as ‘We must be still and still moving.’ 
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in the heat, and the birds and the roses and the human figures 
partook of a shared vitality in the sunlight. Here ‘in the 
electric heat / Hypnotised,’ there is no vitality: 

The dahlias sleep in the empty silence. 

Wait for the early owl. 

The flowers share the same quality as the light and the empty 
silence: everything is in a state of suspended animation, waiting 
for the ominous hoot of the owl and the coming of night. But 
‘the deep lane insists on the direction / Into the village’; it 
points there as the beginning, for this is the afternoon of the 
dawn dreamed of by Sir Thomas Elyot as the opening of a new 
era. 

What has now become a deep lane was then an open field, 
and ‘if you do not come too close,’ if you will distance it all 
into a vision, you will see the essentials of Sir Thomas’s dream 
in a picture of country dancers round a bonfire on a summer 
night. The music of ‘the weak pipe and the little drum’ is very 
far away, but the dream had a real beauty. It was of man as 
an inseparable part of the rhythm of the natural world, and of 
his dancing as a symbol of ‘sondry vertues,’ particularly the 
ideas of pattern, harmony and ‘concorde.’ ‘And for as moche 
as by the association of a man and a woman in daunsing may 
be signified matrimonie, I could in declarynge the dignitie and 
commoditie of that sacrament make intiere volumes.’ Eliot has 
condensed the last seven words into the happy phrase ‘com¬ 
modious sacrament,’ and he has made Elyot’s commentary into 
a most delightful Breughelesque scene. But in spite of the 
‘sondry vertues’ in the rhythm of this dancing, and its contrast 
to the men and bits of paper whirled by the cold wind, it is not 
the dancing at the still point. It is the rhythm of inexorable 
succession, 


Feet rising and falling. 
Eating and drinking. Dung and death. 
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In the little finale to the movement this is again emphasized. 
The sea image weaves several suggestions in its simple lines. 
Dawn, the point du jour, silently points the facts of the cyclic 
recurrence of day and night, and points to the present atmos- 
phere of heat and silence. The dawn wind ‘wrinkles and slides/ 
bringing hints of old age, and the memory of the words that 
‘slip, slide, perish.’ The poet is equally a part of the time 
cycle: he cannot escape from his historical setting and from the 
past which begat it. 

The scene of the next lyric contrasts not only with the rustic 
life which kept the rhythm of ‘the time of the seasons and the 
constellations/ but with that in Burnt Norton where all the 
patterns of the universe were ‘reconciled among the stars.* 
Here is no reconciliation but only conflict and ‘disturbance* 
and inextricable confusion: perpetual strife which produces no 
harmony. Instead of a temporal pattern of orderly creative 
sequence, or a spatial one of dynamic tensions, the ‘creatures* 
of the universe are in a chaos of derangement and commotion, 
whose end can be only the final annihilation of life. Instead of 
being part of a ‘slow rotation suggesting permanence/ they are 

Whirled in a vortex that shall bring 
The world to that destructive fire 
Which burns before the ice-cap reigns. 

The poet then considers his poem, with its neo-classical dec¬ 
oration and its translation of human situation into analogies 
from nature, and decides that it is ‘not very satisfactory.* 
Instead he ponders on the problem in the language of argument. 
But just as it is the particularity of each image which creates 
the inner, ordered life of the lyric, so it is the particularity in 
the use of word which creates the inner, ordered life of the 
argument. What did the dawn of the Renaissance expect its 
serene autumn to be? What was to be the ripe harvest of value 
in humanistic wisdom? 
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Had they deceived us 

Or deceived themselves, the quiet-voiced elders, 
Bequeathing us merely a receipt for deceit? 

As always when Eliot is reiterating and playing upon a word, 
we may be sure that he is ‘squeezing’ it to extract its full juice 
of meaning. In the lyric it is the loss of pattern which all the 
images have illustrated, and when he returns to metaphor at 
the end of this passage it is to that of losing the way on a 
journey. This is the clue to the five-times use of deceive within 
a few lines. To deceive is to lead into error: it is ‘any disposition 
or practice which misleads another or causes him to believe 
what is false.’ Hence the ‘deceit’ which we received from the 
quiet-voiced elders in the way of a recipe for living, reveals its 
falseness. That calm, clear, bright ‘serenity’ reveals itself as a 
‘deliberate’ (hesitating) dullness or bluntness of sensitivity. 
With rising intensity, the lines restate what Eliot had said 
before in Gerontion, that history in itself is meaningless, its 
‘progress’ illusory. ‘The knowledge derived from experience’ 
imposes a pattern from the past which inevitably falsifies. It 
falsifies because the Heraclitean saying is true that no man 
ever steps twice into the same stream, since both stream and 
man are part of the endless flux. But also falsifies because, seen 
in terms of the eternal pattern, every moment of human experi¬ 
ence falls short. 

And every moment is a new and shocking 
Valuation of all we have been. 

The errors which have already been detected by the advance¬ 
ment of empirical knowledge would in any case no longer lead 
us astray. Detection is not wisdom. And with superb irony the 
next passage points to that fact by bringing together Dante 
and Sherlock Holmes. 
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In the middle, not only in the middle of the way 
But all the way, in a dark wood, in a bramble, 

On the edge of a grimpen, where is no secure foothold, 

And menaced by monsters, fancy lights, 

Risking enchantment. 

The opening of The Divine Comedy: ‘In the middle of the 
journey of our life, I found myself in a dark wood, having lost 
the straight path,’ is blended with the dark Grimpen Mire and 
the phosphorous-daubed face of the Hound of the Baskervilles. 
There is a memory too of the chimera of Burnt Norton, as well 
as of the fireflies which confused the detectives and the super¬ 
stitious fears which falsified the problem. A hint too, I think, 
in the word enchantment, of the atmosphere of hypnosis sug¬ 
gested in the way and the day which is ‘dark in the afternoon.’ 

The movement ends with the summing up of the lack of 
value in the mere acquisition of knowledge or in supposing that 
wisdom is cumulative either in the life of the individual or in 
that of society. To the poet, the central doctrine of Humanism, 
the autonomy of the individual spirit, is not wisdom but folly. 
The individual is not the ultimate Gouvernour, and he sees 
humanistic ideals as leading to spiritual pride and finally to 
the isolation of the individual in the prison of self. Wisdom and' 
humility are two of the fruitful oppositions which prove to be 
‘the same’ and are therefore endless. In the time-cycle the only 
endless thing is change, and the poet points to that in the last 
two lines. In that cycle man and the works of his hands, how¬ 
ever worthy, are absorbed into the natural elements, earth and 
sea. 


Into the atmosphere of the dark wood and the deep lane and 
the empty silence waiting for the early owl breaks a voice of 
prophetic denunciation. It denounces the deadness, darkness, 
blindness, vacancy, forlornness, in which, with chilled sense- 
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perceptions and rational faculties, and the loss of any directed 
‘motive/ modem civilization is going to its death—a blind 
Samson without the inner vision which came to Milton’s hero. 
The reiterated vacant brings first, in ‘the vacant interstellar 
spaces/ the sense of the loss of relationship with the ordered 
living which ‘kept time’ with the seasons and the constellations; 
and further the remembrance of the ‘vacant of meaning’ in the 
Dantesque London scene in Burnt Norton. The pattern is 
obliterated. The only idea of an almanac, reminding us of the 
movements of the heavenly bodies, is a social register of rank: 
the only kind of Gouvernour or Director is that of a financial 
company. Hence there is no ‘sense’ or meaning or message in 
the oppositions of life and death. The funeral will be ‘silent/ 
and the darkness is not that of ‘destitution of property/ the 
renunciation of the personal as a ‘motive of action’: it is simply 
vacant lack of identity, ‘there is no one to bury.’ 

From this outer directionless darkness, as from the similar 
scene in Burnt Norton, the poet turns inward to the chosen 
empty darkness of religious contemplation. In a transition 
passage of three elaborate similes, he compares it to the 
transference from one kind of darkness and emptiness to an¬ 
other within this dark modern existence. The movement of the 
verse is very heavy and perhaps the irony is on the heavy side 
too. Then the creative darkness and waiting and ‘vacancy’ are 
described, and the renunciation of the ‘echoed ecstasy’ which 
they demand. 

Whisper of running streams, and winter lightning. 

The wild thyme unseen and the wild strawberry, 

The laughter in the garden. . . . 

Each image here suggests all the fresh sensuous delight which 
is utterly lacking to the cold senses of the modem social figures, 
or in the hypnosis and haze of the ‘electric heat’ of the dark 
afternoon. The whole rose-garden scene and its pattern is 
evoked, with the recognition that its ‘reality* involves its oppo- 
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site. The ecstasy is ‘Not lost, but requiring, pointing to the 
agony / Of death and birth.’ The ecstasy requires the agony, 
that is, it exacts it, and also, paradoxically, it requests it. The 
paradox is pointed to and resolved in the next lyric. 

Hammering in the pointed requirement in the following pas¬ 
sage, Eliot puts it largely in the actual words of St. John of 
the Cross; but with overtones of his own which take us back 
to Burnt Norton as well as to the first part of this movement. 
‘To arrive where you are, to get from where you are not / is to 
achieve consciousness j or as much of it as can be achieved in 
time, in contrast to the anaesthesia and nonentity of ‘the 
vacant.’ And ‘where you are is where you are not’ points to the 
truth that the fullest consciousness is reached by the fullest 
renunciation of the personal. 


The lyric fourth movement in Burnt Norton spoke of bodily 
death as part of a larger pattern: this Good Friday poem 
speaks of the spiritual death which is part of the pattern of 
redemption. It is in the tone and colouring of most of East 
Coker, as uncompromising and severe in its ethical content as 
it is strict in its stanzaic form and the working out of its meta¬ 
physical imagery and paradox. The central metaphor of the 
hospital may have been suggested by Sir Thomas Browne: 
‘For this world I count it not an Inn but an Hospital; a place 
not to live, but to dye in.’ There is also a reference to St. John 
of the Cross, who speaks of the soul as ‘under medical treat¬ 
ment for the recovery of its health, which is God himself.’ The 
soul will be pierced ‘with a dart of most enkindled love,’ yet 
‘amidst these gloomy and loving pains, is conscious of a certain 
companionship and inward strength which attends upon it.’ 
But Eliot’s poem supports itself without need of outside sources 
to elucidate it, and he purposely avoids religious terminology. 
The lyric is an organic part of the rest of the poem, not a 
detached interpolation of a different nature from die rest. It is 



172 T. S. ELIOT: THE DESIGN OF HIS POETRY 

merely ‘a new and shocking valuation’ of what has gone before. 

The ‘earth’ now becomes the nature of man, envisaged as a 
hospital, endowed by Adam, ‘the ruined millionaire,’ with orig¬ 
inal sin. Man in his folly likes to think he is ‘substantial flesh 
and blood,’ an autonomous entity in himself. Instead, his earthy 
body with its ‘mental wires’ is a suffering patient and his only 
health (wholeness) is in recognizing his ‘disease,’ his individual 
share in Adam’s curse of being dust that will return to dust. 
That is the entire human condition; even the Church, the 
directing, mediating power is ‘the dying nurse.’ But within this 
inescapable mortal time-cycle, there is another cycle of death 
and rebirth; that of the human spirit. The ‘absolute paternal 
care,’ ever-present, ‘prevents’ us, that is both checks and 
guides, showing the way to do and be ‘well,’ the way towards 
‘health’ through our dis-ease, our earthly suffering and volun¬ 
tary death. We are each a ‘distempered part,’ a disordered 
fragment of the absolute wholeness. Our spiritual distemper 
reveals itself as a ‘fever chart,’ a confused series of ‘rising and 
falling,’ showing unresolved oppositions of temperature. This 
is the condition created already in terms of nature in the lyric 
at the opening of the second movement. 

Always keeping within these controlling metaphors of the 
part and the whole; sickness and health; heat and cold; and 
‘up and down,’ Eliot points to the resolution and reconciliation 
of these opposites. The wounded surgeon is a fellow man in the 
hospital, involved in its pain and suffering, while uniting that 
with ‘absolute care’ of the patients. There are no anaesthetics 
in this hospital, but the quality of the treatment which ‘resolves 
the enigma of the fever chart’ is created in the language used 
to describe it. The pointed steel is in itself piercing and merci¬ 
less, but ‘plies’ introduces the idea of the pliant hands which 
enfold it; 'questions’ brings the idea of tenderness and patience 
as well as stern examination, and ‘sharp compassion’ is the 
central emotional paradox of the healing and resolving. The 
bleeding hands direct the disordered rising and falling of the 



FOUR QUARTETS 173 

fever chart into the pattern of ‘the way up and the way down.’ 
Here it is the way down through the ‘frigid purgatorial fires.’ 
Yet this fire is not ‘that destructive fire / Which burns before 
the ice-cap reigns.’ It is creative, and it unites nature and 
spirit, ‘the fiame is roses and the smoke is briars.’ Its light is 
the emblem of lovf; its dark not ‘bramble’ but a crown of 
thorns. Light and dark do not follow one another in a time- 
sequence, they are together, like the roses and the thorns. And 
the destructive fire is not a prelude to an age of ice, the frigid 
fires will become fused into warmth. 

This movement of the opposites towards union and recon¬ 
ciliation is present throughout. Everything in the experience 
reflects back to the paradox of the ‘sharp compassion,’ and 
to the precise meaning of compassion. That suffering with is 
the means of redemption, and is commemorated in that union 
and communion in which the ‘eating and drinking’ of the 
natural man become a sacramental symbol of a consubstantia- 
tion. 

The Good Friday symbol is the still point reached by the 
way down through the darkness, with the revelation that there 
descent and ascent, light and dark, death and rebirth, agony 
and triumph, flesh and spirit, become one. And the ‘beginning’ 
in Adam’s fall has an end which is at the same time a beginning. 
The conclusion of the poem finds a hope for men in the fact 
that, in spite of their lack of humility, they have christened this 
day ‘good.’ 


It is in keeping with the whole atmosphere of East Coker 
that Eliot follows this miraculously intricate piece of poetic 
art and craft with a passage of the harshest self-criticism. In 
relaxed, colloquial speech-verse he examines his own accom¬ 
plishment as poet, his own ‘way,’ in itself, and as a part of the 
tradition. For him too, as poet, there is ‘only a limited value / 
In the knowledge derived from experience.’ Any imposed pat- 
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tern falsifies, and the vision of a perfect pattern in which words 
and music ‘reach the stillness’ is forgotten here. It is the sense 
of struggle which colours everything; ‘the intolerable wrestle’ 
between the poet and his medium. Every poem is ‘a raid on the 
inarticulate,’ that is an attack and invasion of an ‘empty silence’ 
where is neither speech nor movement. In tones of despair he 
sees himself, 

With shabby equipment always deteriorating 

In the general mess of imprecision of feeling, 

Undisciplined squads of emotion. 

It is again characteristic that the enemy is not only the nega¬ 
tive ‘inarticulate’ but the positive ‘mess,’ the emotional dis¬ 
order. Conquest comes only through discipline. But there is 
also the temptation to think of poetry as a competition among 
poets and to despair on that ground. Again the answer is 
humility; an active humility requiring both strength and sub¬ 
mission: a fight which is also a dedication. As he says in his 
essay on F. H. Bradley: ‘We fight to keep something alive 
rather than in expectation that anything will triumph.’ By the 
end of the passage the ground of the fight is shifting itself from 
that of ‘trying to learn to use words’ to the whole field of 
human endeavour. 

The finale grows from this transition. The poet starts from 
the tradition as he finds it, and the achievements of other poets 
are not isolated ‘intense moments’ in a sequence of history. 
They become part of the poet’s own struggle, ever alive in his 
medium, reminding him that the past is not just left behind, 
neither does it live only in the memory of its mistakes and 
failures. This thought gives a meaning to the intense moment 
which it did not have in Burnt Norton. It does not have mean¬ 
ing only as a release from individual tensions and a momentary 
sense of enhanced living, nor is it isolated in the waste sad 
time stretching before and after. It has the power to irradiate 
all life and time, as in the moment commemorated in Good 
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Friday. And in the historical terms of time, the living tradition, 
always being lost and found again, and the story of man’s 
struggle, stretching back to ‘old stones that cannot be de¬ 
ciphered,’ unite all humanity in a sense of unity and conti¬ 
nuity. The past is living as well as dead; its light is not 
absorbed but refracted. The inner life must be lived in the 
light of this. There is a sense of a half-emerging revelation 
here, which is held in suspension, because there is a great sense 
or urgency forward in his line of thought. There is a time for 
thinking of those who have added to one’s own ‘burning,’ and 
to turn the pages of man’s family album. But he reminds him¬ 
self that his present task is a detachment from ‘here and now’ 
not in memories of the past, by a journey backwards in time, 
but by a journey inward into ‘another intensity.’ ‘Old men 
ought to be explorers.’ Tennyson’s Ulysses thought so too: 
(‘A perfect poem at that,’ Eliot said of it). There too ‘the deep 
moans round with many voices.’ But this poet’s exploration 
now is neither forward nor backward in time or place, ‘here 
and there does not matter.’ It is into the intensity of ‘a further 
union, a deeper communion’ with the spiritual subject of the 
Good Friday lyric; expressed in the depth and grandeur, the 
sadness and hope of the concluding rhythms. 

Through the dark cold and the empty desolation, 

The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast waters 
Of the petrel and the porpoise. In my end is my 
beginning. 

During the time span of the poem the poet has experienced 
a series of feelings of humiliation. First the humiliation of the 
law of the natural world that the human body will return to 
the earth ‘which is already flesh, fur and faeces.’ Then the 
humiliation of belonging to a decaying culture which is going 
into the dark. The bright dawn of the Renaissance has ended 
in the dark afternoon of the present. In the same way his own 
work appears a series of futile beginnings and endings with 
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no real advance. The contemplation of the orderly seasons of 
nature, the disorderly courses of men, and the works of men’s 
hands seems to lead equally to darkness, to a sense of despair. 
He turns from it all to allow the darkness of God to come upon 
him and to wait in complete stillness. The revelation which 
comes is of the ‘reality’ of the wounded surgeon, of the com¬ 
passion and communion, and of the active life in time which 
brought redemption. From this he turns to his own form of 
communication, its own particular agonies, and the dedication 
to the ‘trying.’ This, though it demands endless humility and 
submission, has to be an active ‘strength.’ Turning again to 
the spiritual reality in the living of life, it translates itself into 
‘we must be still and still moving . . .’ and is gathered up in 
the concluding images. But there the spiritual voyage is created 
in a metaphor from the world of nature, and though it is inward 
it is also forward through the living world and through time. 
The bitter sense of humiliation and despair has melted into one 
of a new humility of faith and love and hope, from which he is 
to start again, and out of which he can say: ‘In my end is my 
beginning.’ The way is still dark, but again the image is of a 
voyage through the night as well as in it. There is movement 
as well as stillness, and there is a time and a place where the 
darkness turns to light. And so, though no dawn points, he calls 
this Coker east. 


THE DRY SALVAGES 

The first and second Quartets have created the concepts of 
time first in the emblem of air, paralleled in human life as 
man’s thought; and then in the emblem of earth, paralleled in 
human life as biological progression, and in history as a cyclic 
pattern of the birth, decay and death of human cultures. In 
The Dry Salvages the emblem of time is water, appearing in 
human life as the river of racial experience which runs in man’s 
blood, and the sea of the vast flux of time on which he is afloat, 
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and the life-element itself from which he developed. The poet’s 
own experience flows into the poem through the identification 
of the river with the Mississippi, and the rocks and sea with the 
New England coast. But the tone changes from that of pur¬ 
posely personal introspection to that where the poet is the 
individual interpreter of general human experience. 

It opens with a confession of ignorance as to how gods came 
into man’s imagination, and then an imaging of racial history 
and its vitality both as river and as ‘strong brown god.’ The 
double metaphor is intertwined, some of the statements being 
in one part of it, some in the other. As river, racial history is 
first the crossing of the frontier between animal and human; 
then a matter of establishing practiced trade relationships; 
finally of the development of all forms of communication. As 
god, it has both good and bad qualities. The danger is that 
men, having engineered by their own ingenuity all the transi¬ 
tions from pre-history to contemporary urban civilization, 
‘choose to forget’ the god. He remains, though, the implacable 
destroyer, ‘watching and waiting.’ Man cannot dissociate him¬ 
self from the bloodstream of his primitive ancestry, any more 
than from the seasonal time-cycle; and though the words are 
cunningly confused in the last four lines, we are made aware 
that the rank smell of the savage is present in our most polite 
circles. 

While this river is within us, the tossing sea of human expe¬ 
rience and the mingled beauty and terror of the elemental life- 
force in all its immeasurable flux is all about us. Eliot creates 
the one in terms of the other in the most powerful and exciting 
passage of description in the poems. ‘The sea is the land’s edge 
also,’ the life-element merges with human experience of it. We 
can isolate bits of it for study, and so trace the course of 
evolution and the science of living organisms. But it flings at 
us reminders of how unequal is the struggle. ‘It tosses up our 
losses,’ illustrations of the futile attempts to catch it with nets 
and guide it with oars and master it with dead ‘gear’ foreign 
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to its own nature. Its rhythms are far more powerful and varied 
than that of the river god within us. Human nature is only a 
part of the whole life-surge. 

The verse rhythm pauses there for a moment, with the 
simple musical phrases uniting sea and land, ‘menace and 
caress’: 


The salt is on the briar rose, 

The fog is in the fir trees. 

Then it deepens and sweeps in one sentence to the end of the 
movement, first creating life and time in images of sound. 

The sea howl 

And the sea yelp, are different voices 

Often together heard; the whine in the rigging, 

The menace and caress of wave that breaks on water, 
The distant rote in the granite teeth, 

And the wailing warning from the approaching headland 
Are all sea voices, and the heaving groaner 
Rounded homeward, and the seagull: 

Into this medley of sea sounds, on the surface of time as it 
were, there breaks another sound- 

And under the oppression of the silent fog 
The tolling bell 

Measures time not our time, rung by the unhurried 
Ground swell . . . 

On the natural level the bell announces the presence of the 
eternal life-rhythms of the universe, ‘watching and waiting,’ 
to which the mere human seems petty and irrelevant. They are 

Older than the time of chronometers, older 
Than time counted by anxious worried women 
Lying awake, calculating the future, 

Trying to unweave, unwind, unravel 
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And piece together the past and the future, 

Between midnight and dawn, when the past is all 
deception, 

The future futureless, before the morning watch 

When time stops and time is never ending; 

And the ground swell, that is and was from the 
beginning, 

Clangs 

The bell. 

In the image of the women Eliot manages to make us experi¬ 
ence all those sensations of fragmentariness, misdirection, dis¬ 
order and confusion which were present in the parallel sugges¬ 
tions in the earlier Quartets. But here there is a more purely 
human note, ‘a deeper communion’ with life-torn humanity 
spending its time in such futile calculations. From them, with 
the life-span of the individual represented as the pause of a 
comma, it passes to the morning watch in the final context, 18 
and the eternal ground swell clangs its death-knell. 

The sestina, with its slow rhythmic ground swell and sub¬ 
dued melancholy harmonies, pictures man’s condition as that 
of being in a boat at sea: and all at sea in the colloquial con¬ 
notation too. This voyage on the sea has the same qualities as 
that through the historical span in East Coker. The lifeless 
stillness and lifeless movement become 

The silent withering of autumn flowers 
Dropping their petals and remaining motionless 

Men are pieces of ‘drifting wreckage.’ The command to watch 
and pray, because of the coming of death, hinted at in the lines 
before, cannot be heard. ‘The prayer of the bone on the beach’ 
is ‘unprayable’ just as there was no one to bury at the silent 
funeral. Where there is no faith in a purpose there can be no 


“Mark Xni: 33-37. 
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help in prayer. And there is no aim or end to this drifting 
through time, only ‘addition’: 


the trailing 

Consequence of further days and hours, 

sequence with no relation to anything outside itself. Instead 
of the active emotion of renunciation, feeling becomes mere 
increasing disillusionment about the brittleness ‘of what was 
believed in as the most reliable.’ The ‘final addition’ and what 
it all adds up to, is the picture of futile old age, with ‘the un¬ 
attached devotion which might pass for devotionless.’ But 
though this may seem like true ‘detachment,’ it is only an 
apathetic resignation, a negative clinging to life, not to any 
value in life: 

In a drifting boat with a slow leakage, 

The silent listening to the undeniable 
Clamour of the bell of the last annunciation. 

The fishermen in the next stanzas parallel the country danc¬ 
ers in East Coker. Their life does have a rhythm and an aim. 
It is active effort not passive drifting. But it is time-wrecked 
too, a part of the endless flux. 

There is no end of it, the voiceless wailing, 

No end to the withering of withered flowers, 

To the movement of pain that is painless and motion¬ 
less, 

To the drift of the sea and the drifting wreckage, 

The bone’s prayer to Death its God. 

Death is absolute lord over life in time; and looking at that 
vast ocean, the power of individual man shrinks to that of a 
bare bone on the beach. And then, in the middle of the line, 
there is the sudden transition to the pattern where birth not 
death becomes the centre; creation not destruction. 
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Only the hardly, barely prayable 
Prayer of the one Annunciation. 

Mary’s words at the Annunciation were ‘Be it unto me accord¬ 
ing to thy word,’ which is not an easy prayer for the Christian, 
but holds the hope of the miraculous birth promised by the 
angel. 

After the drifting musical rise and fall of the sestina and its 
quiet whispering conclusion, the same subject is discussed 
analytically. What is permanent in this endless flux? There is 
a pattern of sequence, of addition, but no development. Any 
superficial or popular doctrine of evolutionary progress is a 
partial fallacy. All Eliot’s dislike of such doctrine is in the 
words. It mistakes a part for the whole; it flatters man’s con¬ 
ceit of himself; it fails to satisfy the conditions of logical proof; 
it is a deception and hence leads us into error. And it is ‘a 
means of disowning the past,’ of cutting off the present from its 
heritage. His mind goes back to ‘the moments of happiness,’ 
and their distinction in kind from common human satisfactions 
is vividly suggested by putting side by side in the same line ‘a 
very good dinner’ and ‘the sudden illumination.’ But what does 
it illumine? The poet does not say. He has had the rose-garden 
vision, but ‘missed the meaning,’ the significance of what Jit 
was designed to express. His ‘approach’ to that, his coming 
nearer to it, restores and re-stores it in a different form, which 
is not what we mean by ‘happiness.’ But he does not explain 
this further. He goes on to develop the idea that the meaning 
goes back into the pre-history of the human race. Behind ‘the 
assurance of recorded history,’ men were having these experi¬ 
ences of assurance and illumination: and the reverse: 

the backward half-look 

Over the shoulder, towards the primitive terror. 

Terror and agony (whatever their cause) are as permanent in 
the pattern as assurance and ecstasy. 
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Going back to the imagery of sea and river, the poet weaves 
the ideas of the perpetual and simultaneous destruction and 
preservation in human experience into the metaphors. If we 
think of time as the sea, we can think of the moments of agony 
as the rocks. Our personal ones become sunken, ‘covered by 
currents of action.’ But the stark facts of the indestructible 
presence of these moments in the endless flux is there. ‘People 
change and smile: but the agony abides.’ The river which is 
within us all is also a history of such perpetual destruction and 
preservation. Like a great flood on the Mississippi the river 
of the human race preserves itself, but carries a cargo of wreck¬ 
age and dark deeds. That river has its source in the myth of 
the garden where man, having been warned of ‘the bitter apple’ 
nevertheless took ‘the bite in the apple.’ That deed, like all the 
other moments of terror and agony, is permanent ‘with such 
permanence as time has.’ It stands as ‘the ragged rock in the 
restless waters’ and ‘is what it always was’—the symbolic scene 
of the first wreck. 


No ‘meaning’ has been revealed here. One part of the move¬ 
ment has ended with the faint echo of the Annunciation and the 
possibility of rebirth; the other with the fact of original sin 
and the imperfectibility of man. Approach to the meaning 
seems to draw all human experience of agony and illumination 
within the orbit of those two events. The pattern is that of a 
unity within which creation and destruction are perpetual and 
co-existent; and the pattern is always the same at any moment 
in the flux. 

The next movement continues the exploration of the same 
thoughts, changing the metaphors in which they are made con¬ 
crete. Man caught in time as sequence is no longer drifting in 
a boat or a fisherman intent on his business, he is a traveller by 
train or on an ocean liner. We are in the world of today. But 
the theme of the unity of all time in the pattern of ‘reality,’ 



FOUR QUARTETS 183 

and of the past existing in the present, is brought home by 
going back to the remote period of the Bhagavad-gita for the 
illustration of its eternal truth. The poet’s thought jumps back 
over the centuries in his musing commentary. Has his ‘ap¬ 
proach to the meaning’ brought him to the same conclusion 
reached by the Hindu religious philosophers more than two 
thousand years ago? In fresh metaphors he develops the con¬ 
cept in the sestina, ‘We cannot think ... of a future that is 
not liable/Like the past, to have no destination.’ Sequence is 
endless repetition of the same ‘waste, sad time.’ Again the other 
pattern suggests itself; up or down, forwards or backwards in 
time, the true ‘way’ brings us to the present moment as the only 
reality. 

You cannot face it steadily, but this thing is sure, 
That time is no healer: the patient is no longer here. 

This again is what Heraclitus had said about never stepping 
twice into the same stream. Eliot puts it in terms of a ‘patient.’ 
There is no answer to the problem of suffering in the pattern 
of past and future; the agony abides, though individual man 
still thinks of himself as escaping from the past into a new 
future. Time carries us along; we have the illusion of going 
forwards; 

While the narrowing rails slide together behind you; 

And on the deck of the drumming liner 
Watching the furrow that widens behind you 

But any real development is in consciousness not in time. 

At nightfall, in the rigging and the aerial, 

Is a voice descanting (though not to the ear, 

The murmuring shell of time, and not in any language) 

Among all the scientific means of communication we worship¬ 
pers of the machine have rigged up, there is an inner voice. It 
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sings in counterpoint to the ‘faded song’ of the delusion of de¬ 
parture and arrival. It sings ‘Fare forward,’ and the poet 
clarifies its message. It is the same truth that Krishna (one of 
the incarnations of Vishnu the Preserver) taught Arjuna when 
he hesitated to take action. He too saw two ‘spheres of being,’ 
the manifested and the unmanifested, ‘which is eternally exist¬ 
ent.’ Disinterested action is the detachment from self which 
leads towards the higher sphere, under the ‘Law of Karma.’ 
Perhaps we may paraphrase what Eliot is saying thus: On the 
quality of thought and action at this moment depends the 
quality of life. Every moment is a death, an end—and a begin¬ 
ning. It is this moment which ‘shall fructify in the lives of 
others.’ But this has nothing to do with the sense of fruition 
which he has bracketed before with a very good dinner, or 
with the fruit and periodicals which are the pastimes of the 
journey. For to think of the fructification is to think of the 
future. ‘Fare forward’ does not mean that. It means the detach¬ 
ment from self of the spiritual exploration into ‘another 
intensity.’ 


O voyagers, O seamen, 

You who come to port, and you whose bodies 
Will suffer the trial and judgement of the sea, 

Or whatever event, this is your real destination. 

This is to be in the sphere of existence which is ‘reality’: this 
is to be ‘still and still moving.’ 


It is in keeping with the deep humanity which informs this 
whole poem that the lyric fourth movement should be this 
apparently simple prayer. But though so simple, it gathers up 
in its intercession all the ‘wistful regret’ for the waste sad time 
described in the earlier movements. The shrine stands on the 
promontory, the headland associated with ‘the wailing warning.’ 
It asks that a prayer should be repeated, in place of the end- 
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less repetition of the voices of the sea and of the aerial; a 
prayer for all sojourners in time, the drifters, the fishermen, 
those on conducted tours, and those who are already concerned 
with the law and conduct of life, but are likewise on the sea of 
time. Also for all those anxious worried women who wait and 
watch, and all those whose ships have foundered, who 

Ended their voyage on the sand, in the sea’s lips 
Or in the dark throat which will not reject them 
Or wherever cannot reach them the sound of the sea 
bell’s 

Perpetual angelus. 

The Lady unites all, for she is Queen of Heaven, and at the 
same time she is identified with humanity, earthly mother and 
daughter of God. ‘The one Annunciation’ is a perpetual angelus 
which transforms the calamitous annunciation into the re¬ 
minder of perpetual rebirth. 


The final movement creates the culminating point in the 
exploration which has been pursued throughout from the open¬ 
ing of Burnt Norton. What has been presented obliquely and 
approached through all the varied symbolism and metaphor is 
here given its most open statement in a climactic passage bare 
of all imagery. But it is prefaced by an introduction where the 
communication which is prayer and intercession is suddenly 
juxtaposed to the kinds of ‘converse with spirits’ which deaden 
the sound of the ‘voice descanting’ or the sea bell. One of the 
elements of the strong brown god in man’s bloodstream is his 
reliance on superstition; his belief that he can descry his fate 
by the practice of divination, from that of the Etruscan harus- 
pex to modern palmistry. 

Men’s curiosity searches past and future 
And clings to that dimension. 
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Curiosity implies the desire to know, but with the suggestion 
of unlawful prying in the methods employed. There is the idea 
of using searchlights instead of ‘illumination’ and perhaps a 
hint of clinging to the rigging of the ship which will inevitably 
founder in the seas of time. 

Then, as elsewhere in the poems, within the rhythm of a 
single line (‘Quick, now, here, now, always—’) we are out of 
‘that dimension’ and into the description of ‘the point of inter¬ 
section of the timeless/With time.’ It is only the saint who can 
make that point his dwelling, and even he does not possess it, 
but is possessed by it. It is 


something given 
And taken, in a lifetime’s death in love, 

Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender. 

For most of us there can be none of this continuity of attain¬ 
ment, this absolute detachment from the limitation of desire. 

For most of us, there is only the unattended 
Moment, the moment in and out of time, 

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight, 

The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning 
Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply 
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music 
While the music lasts. 

The moment is unattended, it is not ministered to and served 
as the sovereign value; not watched and waited for with our 
full attention. It is just an unexpected visitation of ecstasy, a 
sudden madness, as we ‘lose ourselves’ in the beauty of nature 
*pr of art. The central lines of the Quartets follow: 

These are only hints and guesses, 

Hints followed by guesses; and the rest 
Is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action. 
The hint half guessed, the gift half understood, is 
Incarnation. 
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Eliot does not say the Incarnation, for the poems are not con- j 
cerned with the conceptual apparatus of theology, but with the 
exploration of truth in the terms of human experience. The 
line gathers up all that we have seen and felt of that and does 
not go beyond it. Capitalized, Incarnation is to our Christian 
civilization, the ultimate symbol of the union of sense and 
spirit, the resolution of the paradoxes of life and death, time 
and the timeless; a symbol of totality, of wholeness, to which 
all time-experience is relative. But in the poems, it has been 
shown to be a principle active throughout the universe. The 
shaft of sunlight, the winter lightning, the waterfall, the scent 
of the wild thyme, the music, are all incarnations; that is, they 
are all an invisible energy manifesting itself in the phenomena 
of sense. And on the human level this same principle is active 
in the moral and emotional spheres in every experience of 
spiritual death and rebirth during the individual lifetime. In 
that symbol ‘the impossible union/Of spheres of existence is 
actual’: the turning world comes within the timeless pattern; 
and there is a living centre where the oppositions are reconciled 
and which controls ‘right action.’ Into those simple words are 
absorbed all the tumult of the river and the sea, the mournful 
drifting, the setting and hauling, the busy travelling, the 
‘seasons and rages’ of the strong brown god. Right has many 
meanings which are relevant here: regulated, undeviating, not 
erroneous. 

And right action is freedom 1 
From past and future also. ' 

It is free of the tyranny of time because, as Krishna taught, it 
is the disinterested action, the non-attachment which does not 
look for fruits. For most of us this is aim only not end, ‘never 
here to be realised,’ for ‘human kind/Cannot bear very much 
reality.’ All complexities fall away in the very moving sim¬ 
plicity of the next two lines, where the poet identifies himsell 
with all men, 



188 T. ELIOT: THE DESIGN OF HIS POETRY 

Who are only undefeated 
Because we have gone on trying; 

The last lines carry on the same simple, flexible movement, but 
they concentrate a great deal into the words. 

We, content at the last 

If our temporal reversion nourish 

(Not too far from the yew-tree) 

The life of significant soil. 

On the surface ‘our temporal reversion’ means physical death, 
and reminds us of the Burnt Norton lyric, and of the rustic 
dancers in East Coker ‘under earth/Nourishing the corn.’ But 
this ‘life of significant soil’ is more than that. This is a poem 
about fruitfulness of action and rebirth. So our temporal rever¬ 
sion may mean too our whole existence on the turning world; 
or our return from the moments at the point of intersection to 
the world of time. I think all these are implied. If ‘right action’ 
can govern them they will ‘fructify in the life of others.’ They 
will have meaning, significance, and be a human part of the 
pattern of death and rebirth whose symbol in nature is the 
evergreen yew-tree planted in the churchyard. 

LITTLE GIDDING 

Burnt Norton is the only Quartet where the ‘moment’ of 
^revelation is not linked to a Christian symbol. The rose-garden 
scene is a vision of an ecstasy of love, but it is man and nature 
which make the pattern. In East Coker it is the presence of 
the wounded surgeon that gives meaning to the moments of 
agony; and in The Dry Salvages the promise of rebirth is the 
moment of the Annunciation. In Little Gidding the fulfilment 
of that promise is symbolized in that ‘baptism with the Holy 
Ghost and with fire’ which is the feast of Pentecost. 

Fire is the master element in the poem, and it has a four- 
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fold aspect: as the emblem of destruction, of purification, of 
illumination, and of the divine love itself. Little Gidding was 
the site of an Anglican religious community founded in 1625. 
The community was broken up in 1647, but the ruined chapel 
rebuilt in the nineteenth century. It is a visit to this chapel 
which is the starting point of the poem. Little Gidding was 
associated with the English civil war, and the poet is writing 
in the midst of a greater war. As in East Coker, there is a sense 
of the passionate identification of the poet with his country’s 
experience, as well as the detached, but also impassioned, 
exploration of the total meaning of that experience. 

Unlike the other poems it opens with a moment of kindling 
illumination. It is a day of ‘midwinter spring,’ and though its 
details suggest such a day ‘in time’s covenant,’ it is ‘not in the 
scheme of generation.’ It is the precise antithesis to the scene 
in East Coker. Everything refracts and radiates light. Instead 
of ‘dark in the afternoon,’ ‘a glare that is blindness’; instead of 
the haze of sultry heat, ‘the brief sun flames the ice’; instead 
of the sense of hypnotic paralysis, ‘the soul’s sap quivers.’ 
Again, in the place of the destructive fire and ice, the sun and 
frost blend in perfect harmony ‘in windless cold that is the 
heart’s heat.’ The snow itself is ‘blossom.’ The poet ends the 
description of the glowing intensity with the question: 

Where is the summer, the unimaginable 

Zero summer? J 

If the union of spring and winter has this glory, what can the 
full consciousness and complete union of opposites be? 

Although ‘suspended in time,’ we are on the actual road to 
Little Gidding, and the details of the scene are there; the 
hedges, which in May will be white ‘with voluptuary sweetness,* 
the pig-sty, the dull facade and the tombstone. But this lane 
insists on the direction to the chapel, not the village. This is 
‘the end of the journey,’ whether the traveller is Charles I after 
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his defeat at Naseby, or a modern tourist. Little Gidding itself 
is now only a shell or husk, and the purpose or end of the 
journey there breaks forth only if what you ‘figured’ becomes 
transfigured and ‘is altered in fulfilment.’ Altered must be 
heard in the ear as well as read by the eye. It is ‘the world’s 
end,’ the end of the purely temporal, just as death is the end 
for so many during the war: 


some at the sea jaws, 

Or over a dark lake, in a desert or a city— 


But this experience is here in this actual chapel. 

‘If you came this way,’ now gathers in all that ‘the way’ has 
meant during the course of the poems. The experience is the 
same always. ‘You would have to put off/Sense and notion’— 
all the joy of ‘voluptuary sweetness,’ the merely opinionated, 
the ingenious counters of common exchange. It is useless too 
to come to Little Gidding in the spirit of the historical re¬ 
searcher verifying his scholarship or the journalist writing up 
a story. ‘You are here to kneel/Where prayer has been valid.’ 
And prayer means the sense of living relationship with the 
timeless reality which drew together the original community at 
Little Gidding. And it means too the sense of living relationship 
with those men, for ‘the communication/Of the dead is tongued 
with fire beyond the language of the living.’ The reaching of 
‘the point of intersection’ is ‘now and in England,’ but it 
is also nowhere, never and always. 


In the second movement, ‘England and nowhere,’ the partic¬ 
ular and the general, the themes and symbols of the other 
Quartets as. well as new material, are woven into a fresh and 
haunting fabric of words. The lyric seems to confound 
Heraclitus: ‘Fire lives in the death of air; air lives in the death 
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of fire; water lives in the death of earth and earth lives in the 
death of water.’ Here there is no creative strife among the 
elements. They are destructive only and they cancel out to 
nothingness. The scene of wartime desolation represents the 
death of everything creative that the elements have represented 
in the nature of man. Time takes away life and gives no new 
birth. The roses of Burnt Norton are ‘ash on an old man’s 
sleeve’; the dust is lit by no shaft of sunlight. Houses die but 
they do not live, ‘old stone to new buildings.’ Water and sand 
are both dead, and instead of ‘significant’ soil, 

The parched eviscerate soil 

Gapes at the vanity of toil 

There is succession without renewal; end without beginning; 
suspension without transfiguration. All the living patterns in 
the world of nature and those created as the work of man’s 
hands have disintegrated with no hope of resurrection. The 
laughter of the hidden children becomes the derision of the 
elements at man’s forgetfulness and denial of the foundations 
of his being, and of the central truth which any chapel com¬ 
memorates. 


Water and fire deride 
The sacrifice that we denied. 

Water and fire shall rot 

The marred foundations we forgot, 

Of sanctuary and choir. 

What is left after this holocaust of destruction? The answer 
is given in the wonderful dream sequence that follows. The 
conversation between the spirit from purgatory and the poet 
himself in the London dawn after an air-raid—‘two worlds 
become much like each other’—inevitably recalls Dante. The 
verse too is a rhythmical variation of a terza ritna, and one 
feels that this must be one of those occasions when the poetry 
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realized itself first as a particular rhythm before it reached 
expression in words, so deeply does the movement flow in and 
under the verbal surface. 

The scene is the antithesis of the Pentecostal symbols. The 
dove becomes the airplane; the tongues of flame those of the 
guns; the ‘rushing mighty wind’ that of the ‘urban dawn’ 
blowing the ‘metal leaves’ of the fragments of shrapnel over 
the asphalt. The poet as air-raid warden patrols the streets, 
and his soul meets ‘a familiar compound ghost,’ a familiar 
spirit ‘both intimate and unidentifiable,’ composed of all the 
dead poets who have become a part of himself. The ghost is the 
poetic parallel to the Holy Ghost; for the ‘tongue’ of poetry 
is likewise communication, interpretation, illumination. The 
poet’s soul and the ghost, ‘too strange to each other for mis¬ 
understanding,’ for the squabbles and mis-readings of criticism 
have no place here, are ‘in concord’ in another moment of 
‘intersection’: ‘we trod the pavement in a dead patrol.’ The 
ghost will not speak to him of ‘thought and theory’ in poetry, 
for that is a matter of continual ends and beginnings: 

Last season’s fruit is eaten 
And the fullfed beast shall kick the empty pail. 

But since it is the concern of the poet to ‘learn to use words’ 
to interpret and illumine life to others, he will reveal in poetry 
the reality of old age to the poet, just as to all other men. The 
lines need no interpretation. 

Let me disclose the gifts reserved for age 
To set a crown upon your lifetime’s effort. 

First, the cold friction of expiring sense 

Without enchantment, offering no promise 
But bitter tastelessness of shadow fruit 
As body and soul begin to fall asunder. 

Second, the conscious impotence of rage 
At human folly, and the laceration 
Of laughter at what ceases to amuse. 
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And last, the rending pain of re-enactment 
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame 
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness 
Of things ill done and done to others’ harm 
Which once you took for exercise of virtue. 
Then fools’ approval stings, and honour stains | 
From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit 
Proceeds, 
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Again, with the pause of a comma only, comes the possibility of 
moving into the other dimension. Not less torment, but a tor¬ 
ment within the creative pattern. Old age in time can be only 
bodily decay, bitterness, and the torture of memory, 


unless restored by that refining fire 
Where you must move in measure, like a dancer. 

The fire of illumination of the opening of the poem is not 
enough. That is the ‘stillness.’ But there must also be the 
‘faring forward’ into the intensity of the purifying fire, detached 
from self, and part of the dance controlled from the still 
point. The ‘measure’ of the dance is placed not only against 
the raging, unquiet spirit of old age, but also against the 
actual scene of the ‘dead patrol’ and the windblown, rattling 
leaves. The .‘disfigured street’ is opposed to the way of trans¬ 
figuration in the figure of the dance. We can guess that the 
‘kind of valediction’ the ghost gave was that of The Dry 
Salvages ‘not fare well,/But fare forward.’ 


The tone now changes completely and the voice is that 
which speaks throughout the poems in discursive exploratory 
analysis; but it has more assurance and certainty here. It 
tells of the two creative kinds of love, attachment and de¬ 
tachment and of the unflowering indifference. Both attachment 
and detachment are ‘nettles,’ but they are within the rhythm 
of birth and death. Detachment is the disinterested love, hence 
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the ‘right action’ which gives freedom from time. Memory 
brings it, for in it we can see the past without personal involve¬ 
ment in it, and use it to enrich the spiritual significance of the 
present. History may be servitude, because it may ‘impose a 
pattern’ of mere traditionalism, just as patriotism may be 
only a kind of family loyalty. Detachment does not lose 
personal love in indifference, it absorbs it into something 
larger. 


See, now they vanish, 

The faces and places, with the self which, as it could, 
loved them, 

To become renewed, transfigured, in another pattern. 

This is developed in a change of rhythm. Little Gidding 
reminds the poet of the religious and political civil war and 
of the men who fought it. He dwells on these ‘ghosts,’ not to 
support the Royalist cause, or that of Milton, or to pretend 
that there is any value in arguing the rights and wrongs of 
the struggle. Both sides now 

Accept the constitution of silence 
And are folded in a single party. 

The party is that which fights to keep alive the values of the 
spirit, and the symbol they leave is the reminder that detach¬ 
ment is a ‘field of action’ where this struggle is ended only in 
death. The whole passage is framed in two allusions from the 
writings of the fourteenth century mystic, Dame Julian of 
Norwich. In ‘shewings’ she received, a voice said to her ‘Sin 
is behovable (necessary) but all shall be well . . . and all 
manner of thing shall be well.’ And again the voice said: ‘I 
am Ground of thy Beseeching,’ which was interpreted to her 
to mean Love. The ‘field of action’ therefore, and the motive 
force in this spiritual strife is love. 
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If these passages seem a little soft and over-simplified, the 
next lyric at once dispels the idea of any easy solution. As the 
gentle tenderness of the fourth movement of The Dry Salvages 
has something of the same quality as that in Burnt Norton, 
so this matches the tone of the Good Friday lyric in East Coker 
in its stern acceptance of the attitude ‘requiring, pointing to the 
agony/of death and birth.’ There is the same compression of 
language and intricate correspondences, but it has greater 
intensity and explosive force, and for the first time there is the 
overt use of the terms of sin and redemption. 

The central symbol is the implicit reference to the descent 
of the Holy Ghost at the baptism of Christ, and of the tongues 
of flame which inspired the disciples so that they ‘began to 
speak with other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.’ 
We should also remember that the Jewish Pentecost is the 
celebration of the giving of the law to the Israelites, and that 
the English name for it is Whit (white) Sunday. Against all 
these implicit oppositions, ‘the dark dove with the flickering 
tongue’ descends in destructive wrath and ‘breaks the air/With 
flame of incandescent terror.’ The utterance from its tongues 
of flame is the declaration of ‘the one discharge from sin and 
error.’ Discharge explodes into many meanings. The message of 
the tongues of flame is that one way of relieving the burden 
of our own sin is by projecting it in hatred of others; or again 
one way to discharge a debt is on the principle of revenge. 
Again the release of the bomb or the gun is one form of 
resolving a tension. ‘Tongues’ too, in wartime are always busy 
saying that hate is justified. But there is another message from 
the tongues saying: 

The only hope, or else despair 

Lies in the choice of pyre or pyre— 

To be redeemed from fire by fire. 


Unless we are to despair and choose the fires of destruction and 
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damnation—and it is a matter of man’s choice —there is no 
other way than to accept our debt of sin and error and dis¬ 
charge it through the fire of purgatory. We shall then be 
discharged of it, and the dove, though coming no less as 
‘flame of incandescent terror’ is the redeeming fire of God. 

Who then devised the torment? Love. 

I think devised, in addition to its common use, carries a mean¬ 
ing from the derivation linking it with divide. The whole 
positive weight behind the love in relation to the torment is 
brought out by the accentuation, and its singleness. That 
creative and destructive fires can be all part of one process, 
and that their opposition is ‘conquered and reconciled’ in Ae 
symbolic pattern of redemption personified in the Narhe, is 
unrecognized: 

Love is the unfamiliar Name 
Behind the hands that wove 
The intolerable shirt of flame 
Which human power cannot remove. 

Hercules could not tear off the poisoned Nessus shirt %hich 
was supposed to preserve human love forever, so in his agony 
he built a pyre on which his mortal body burned and his divine 
element ascended to Olympus. Again though it is man’s hands 
that have woven the unendurable shirt of flame of his own 
desires, and the ‘incandescent terror’ of war, the divine love is 
also an ‘intolerable shirt of flame.’ But behind man’s hands are 
those of the wounded surgeon showing how pain can heal. 

We only live, only suspire 
Consumed by either fire or fire. 

Each one of us has the choice between the fires of destruction 
(,suspire brings the memory of the sighs of the inhabitants of 
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the Inferno) or the burning away of self-love on the sacrificial 
pyre, whose consuming fires bring a promised consummation. 

In these last lines, where everything becomes ‘the condition 
of fire,’ the ‘tongues’ descend from Heraclitus to Dante and 
from both to the poet of today so much fired by each. 


The opening of the final movement restates the central theme 
of the continuity and co-existence of death and rebirth in the 
metaphor of beginning and ending. Then the ever-existing 
pattern of vital relationships alive in every moment is sug¬ 
gested by the analogy of a sentence that is ‘right.’ That too 
contains all the essentials of a vital society. ‘Every word is at 
home,/Taking its place to support the others,’ which suggests 
the human family. The words unite past and present, ‘an easy 
commerce of the old and the new.’ They are of all kinds, and 
exist in a coherent, harmonious pattern, ‘the complete consort 
dancing together.’ Writing and living then converge in the 
reminder that every phrase and every moment is an end and 
a beginning. Any action is a step towards physical death, but 
physical death is unreal in the changeless pattern. The dead 
are alive in the present, their actions can be reborn in us. Hence 
the true pattern of history is not a sequence in time, but is a 
‘familiar compound ghost’ of the spiritual values which have 
made a people, ‘a pattern of timeless moments.’ These exist 
apart from the cycle in which night follows day and winter 
summer: 


So, while the light fails 
On a winter’s afternoon, in a secluded chapel 
History is now and England. 


A disembodied voice in the quiet chapel seems to speak the 
next line, poised by itself before the finale begins. 
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With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling 19 

It gathers into itself the opening scene of love in the rose- 
garden and the calling of the bird; all the moments of insight 
and all that the living tongues of the past have declared; and 
the vocation of the poet. 

The conclusion weaves together the main symbols and 
metaphors of the four poems and the truths they embody, into 
a new whole. 

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 

Through the unknown, remembered gate 
When the last of earth left to discover 
Is that which was the beginning; 

At the source of the longest river 
The voice of the hidden waterfall 
And the children in the apple-tree 
Not known, because not looked for 
But heard, half-heard, in the stillness 
Between two waves of the sea. 

Quick now, here, now, always— 

A condition of complete simplicity 
(Costing not less than everything) 

And all shall be well and 

All manner of thing shall be well 

When the tongues of flame are in-folded 

Into the crowned knot of fire 

And the fire and the rose are one. 

First, all the metaphors relating man’s nature and the natural 
world are recapitulated and blended. Exploration is endless, 
but all exploring into further spiritual intensity and communion 
will bring us back to the worlds of nature and man, the rose- 
garden, to find it ‘renewed, transfigured in another pattern.’ 
The remembered gate into ‘our first world’ leads, unknown, to 

14 It is a quotation from The Cloud of Unknowing, an anonymous 
mystical work of the fourteenth century. 
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‘that which was the beginning.’ It leads to the myth of the 
Garden of Eden and its river of life flowing from the hidden 
waterfall, ‘and the children in the apple-tree.’ ‘The bitter apple 
and the bite in the apple’ was not known before under that 
image, but ‘the ragged rock in the restless waters’ is now 
transformed. It becomes an image holding a promise of growth 
and fruition, for ‘heard, half-heard, in the stillness,/Between 
two waves of the sea,’ is the bell of the angelus and ‘the hint 
half guessed, the gift half understood.’ 

Here the symbolic ‘exploration’ by means of natural imagery 
ends, and the next lines are purely abstract. They blend into 
a unity the particular spiritual reality given by the voice and 
the calling in each poem. The bird’s call told of the eternal 
presence of the point of intersection: ‘Quick, now, here, now, 
always—.’ East Coker revealed that the only timeless wisdom 
is humility: ‘a condition of complete simplicity.’ The Dry Sal¬ 
vages told of the vocation of the saint ‘a lifetime’s death in 
love’: ‘(Costing not less than everything.)’ In Little Guiding 
strife and sin and death are conquered by the voice which 
says ‘All shall be well.’ This leads into the final intricate symbol 
of the ultimate vision, drawing in images and associations from 
the rest of the poem and irradiating them with new illumination. 
The ‘ghost’ from purgatory in the dark dawn had disclosed 
ironically the ‘gifts’ which the time-world brings ‘to set a 
crown upon your lifetime’s efforts.’ The final revelation is of 
‘the gift half understood’ of the timeless pattern now dis¬ 
closed and glittering out of heart of light. All conflicts are 
conquered by the crowned kingship of love. All the ‘tongues’ 
which have spoken for the spirit of man are ‘folded into a 
single party.’ All the strands of the opposites are reconciled in 
the lover’s knot 20 woven from the fires. Flame becomes flower. 
Nature and spirit, the rose-garden and the chapel, are one. 

30 The author of The Cloud of Unknowing says that renunciation and 
humility ‘will at the last help thee to knit a ghostly knot of burning love 
betwixt thee and thy God in ghostly one head.’ 
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And this finale with its crowning symbol, in which every¬ 
thing has ‘come together/ in which all that has passed is fused 
and intertwined into this easy flow and this glowing intensity, 
is poetic art. The poems are the creation of that union of sense 
and spirit which issues in living language interpreting the ex¬ 
perience of living. They are the crown of a lifetime’s effort to 
get the better of words, to make them stay still and yet dance 
together in complete consort. For the poet, maybe, mostly a 
matter of ‘the intolerable wrestle with words and meanings/ 
but ending in that sole work of man’s hands which is change- 
lessly enduring and harmonious, the form and pattern of a 
work of art. 



CHAPTER 


XI 



‘The Voice of This Calling 9 


The enduring is no substitute for the transient, 

Neither one for the other. But the abstract conception 
Of private experience at its greatest intensity 
Becoming universal, which we call ‘poetry,’ 

May be affirmed in verse. 

T. S. Eliot. A Note on War Poetry 

E LIOT’S mature poetic faith is as closely woven into the 
anatomy of Four Quartets as his religious faith. 
Throughout the poems an analogy between the writing 
of poetry and the living of life is sustained and developed. The 
poems are about the nature of the universe, of its two inter¬ 
relating spheres of existence as turning world and eternal 
pattern, as the transient and the enduring, and of the way the 
creative man’s life is inextricably involved in both. But they 
include too the matter of the nature of poetic art, of its exist¬ 
ence as sequence and as unity; of the poet as transient but the 
work as enduring; of the relation of the poet to his medium; 
and of his function in the community. 

In his lecture on Yeats, Eliot said: ‘It is my experience that 
towards middle age a man has three choices: (to stop writing 
altogether^ to repeat himself with perhaps an increasing skill 
of virtuosity,/or by taking thought to adapt himself to middle 
age and find a different way of working.’ This last is the 
difficult task, because ‘maturing as a poet means maturing as 
the whole man, experiencing new emotions appropriate to one’s 
age, and with the same intensity as the emotion of youth.’ And 
these feelings are not merely a new set of conditions: ’the 
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interesting feelings of age are not just different feelings; they 
are feelings into which the feelings of youth are integrated.’ 

Integration is central to all Eliot’s ideas of life and of 
poetry. The concept in which both are grounded is that of a 
pattern of creative order. His review of Ulysses hailed the 
method of myth as a way of ordering, of giving shape and 
significance to vision, and when mythos and logos have become 
inseparable it is the same. It is the theme behind everything 
he has written in both poetry and prose. Perhaps it is natural 
that in view of the appalling disorder of the modern world, its 
greatest writers should have taken the search for order as their 
quest. Among writers in English, Yeats, Joyce and Eliot, each 
in his own way, has created the progress of that exploration. 
Each has sought for the secret of totality of being, for some 
pattern of relationships which shall, as it were, hold man and 
men together in a universe where, more and more, the image 
of fractured atoms whirled in senseless circuit conquers all. 
Yeats failed to create any ordered world vision in his poetry. 
In A Vision, his complicated ‘system’ tried to give some kind 
of schematization to experience, and it is perhaps of psychologi¬ 
cal interest that his great wheel, and phases of the moon, and 
cones and gyres and four faculties and four principles are 
obviously ‘mandala’ forms of psychic experience. But he could 
not produce in poetic or dramatic form anything in the way 
of an ordered cosmogony, and he remains a poet of magnificent 
achievement in individual examples of lyric and meditation. 
Like Eliot, however, Yeats (though he found no controlling 
image for it) felt passionately that the only orders discovered 
and pursued in the civilization of today are the ever-extended 
‘metalled roads’ of imposed orders—scientific classification and 
measurement in the world of knowledge; mechanization in the 
world of industry; international bondage in the world of 
finance; bureaucracy or totalitarianism in the world of govern¬ 
ment. And Yeats too felt that outside of these orders imposed 
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upon the individual from without, yet woven by his own hands 
into a shirt of chain-mail about him, the life of the average man 
becomes ever more purposeless, more confined, more ‘dis¬ 
tracted’ and more ‘empty of meaning.’ 

.-'Against all this Eliot sees on the one hand, the world of 
natural order, with its great organic cycles of birth-death, 
winter-summer, day-night, and its great harmonious tensions 
of energy holding all together in pattern. This is the cycle and 
pattern which Joyce took as his controlling symbol in Finne¬ 
gans Wake. The title suggests that human life is one vast 
funeral, and yet a matter of rejoicing, since life and death, joy 
and sorrow, are inextricably one. Moreover the cycle of histori¬ 
cal experience, and the river of life, and man himself as the 
microcosm of both, are all inexhaustible, and their contempla¬ 
tion is sufficient for the human imagination. 

- But to Eliot such experience and such contemplation are 
inadequate. Natural law is meaningless, unless complemented 
and completed by spiritual law, and these two creative ‘spheres’ 
become united in the symbol of Incarnation. Capitalized, it is 
the ultimate symbol of revelation, illumination, transfiguration. 
But it is also the process at work in all man’s true experiences 
of self-fulfilment. On earth, in religious experience, it has its 
highest reflection in the symbol of the saint, which Eliot has 
used in one of his plays. In the secular world its revelation 
is the presence of art, and that is the symbol which he chose 
as the title of Four Quartets. On the musical side perhaps we 
can expand and extend its overtones to include ‘the music of 
the spheres 1’ But Eliot is poet and his own creative sphere 
is that of poetry. The relation of poetry to the central symbol 
is of a very precise kind. The ultimate revelation is the image 
of communication by speech: the Word. Hence in the world of 
human communication by speech, poetry is its most perfect 
counterpart; the revelation and illumination and transfigura¬ 
tion of life through the word. 
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v This cannot be accomplished by the poet without a dis¬ 
cipline parallel to that practiced in the dedication to the life of 
religious devotion. It is only by the loss of self in his art that 
the poet’s consciousness is directed, ordered, focussed, intensi¬ 
fied, and thus made ever more powerful in the diffusion of its 
energy beyond itself. ‘One is prepared for art when one has 
ceased to be interested in one’s own emotions except as 
material . . . Personal emotion, personal experience is ex¬ 
tended and completed in something impersonal—not in the 
sense of something divorced from personal experience and 
passion. No good poetry is the latter . . . Not our feelings, 
but the pattern we make of our feelings is the centre of value.* 1 
This was written in 1924, but Eliot’s theory and practice of 
poetry have been consistent throughout his life. The things he 
was actively engaged in battling for when he started writing 
are the things he continues to battle for, but the feelings and 
the patterns made of the feelings have steadily changed and 
deepened. 

y/ He has always been master of what, in a rare lapse into 
the hideous language of modem abstraction, he has called the 
‘objective correlative.’ In Prufrock that creation of thinking 
into feeling, of projecting the inner life in terms of weather 
and scenery and rooms and gestures and disease and sounds and 
textures, seemed already complete. With age he has lost none 
of that richness of sensibility, but it has been expanded to 
cover wider areas of experience. And in addition to this he 
has developed a new method of direct philosophical analysis 
in poetic form, and has infolded the two into a poetry of con¬ 
templation which is as sensuous as it is intellectual. The sub¬ 
ject contemplated is pattern; a pattern which, the further it is 
explored in any direction, up or down, inwards or outwards, 
forward or back, is found to be one vast system of dynamic 
ordered relationships. And so it is with the poetry itself. It 
1 T. S. Eliot. Introduction to Le Serpent by Paul Valery. 
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has all the qualities alive in the earlier poetry; acuteness of 
sensibility, structural strength and elasticity, rhythmical varia¬ 
tion, absorption of the past and its recreation into new poetic 
life. But whereas in the early poems these qualities had often to 
be asserted through a dislocation of language, in Four Quartets 
they are knit into a perfect articulation of sound and movement 
and meaning. Instead of dramatic clashes and startling asso¬ 
ciations and references which require constant elucidation from 
outside the poems, the language itself penetrates more and more 
deeply into the structure, the word becomes more and more 
loaded with meaning. It is squeezed and squeezed of every 
drop of its juice. It is ex-pression at its fullest. 


The ‘familiar compound ghost’ said of poets: 

our concern was speech, and speech impelled us 
To purify the dialect of the tribe 
And urge the mind to aftersight and foresight . . . 

The purification and the replenishment of the English language 
is a continuous process in Eliot’s poetryfand we might extend 
his description of the phrase or sentence that is ‘right’ very 
widely. 


(where every word is at home, 

Taking its place to support the others, 

The word neither diffident nor ostentatious] 

An easy commerce of the old and the new*, 

The common word exact without vulgarity, 

The formal word precise but not pedantic, 

The complete consort dancing together) 

But the ghost added that speech compels the poet ‘to urge 
the mind to aftersight and foresight.’ The dialect of the tribe 
is inextricably interwoven with the life of its members and with 
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life in genial. The life of the word extends beyond itself, not 
only backwards into the family history of the language, not 
only around itself in its context, and from there in linked re¬ 
lationships to other parts of the poetic pattern, but to a human 
context. ‘The complete consort dancing together’ is not only 
the organic affinity of the words in the poetic structure, it is 
also the inter-relationship and inseparability of poetry and life. 
When the poet is at work, says Eliot, ‘he is no more concerned 
with the social consequences than the scientist in his labora¬ 
tory—though without the context of use to society, neither the 
writer nor the scientist could have the con iction which 
sustains him.’ 2 

/The poet’s own immediate task is to bring all the depth 
and intensity of his own full consciousness to a verbal sur¬ 
face: the reader, starting from the surface, penetrates gradually 
to the full consciousness beneath. Poetry is thus both act and 
instrument. It is the poet’s tongue speaking ‘a language of 
enticement’ to his fellow men, and urging them, through a 
sharing of his speech to share his own aftersight, foresight 
and insight. 

In expressing what other people feel he is also 
changing the feeling by making it more conscious; he is 
making people more aware of what they feel already, 
and therefore teaching them something about them¬ 
selves. But he is not merely a more conscious person • 
than the others; he is also individually different from 
other people and from other poets too, and can make 
his readers share consciously in new feelings which 
they had not experienced before. 3 

In Four Quartets the poet is trying to awaken the conscious¬ 
ness of his age to its situation. He does not urge the tribe to 

2 The Music of Poetry. 

8 ‘The Social Function of Poetry.’ The Adelphi. July-September 1945. 
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a religious and political viewpoint by preaching or argument, 
he urges them to sight through vision. 

Ji Nothing could be clearer than the vision of western civiliza¬ 
tion he creates. We see man, having solved all the problems 
‘confronting the builder of bridges,’ living among his metalled 
roads, his ocean liners, his aerials, his Directory of Directors. 
He ‘tends to forget’ the strong brown god, the demonic chthonic 
powers by which he may be driven, and who use ‘the wor¬ 
shippers of the machine’ for their own purposes; always ‘watch¬ 
ing and waiting,’ and finally declaring themselves in the 
tongues of incandescent terror. 4 On the other side, neither in 
city nor in village is there a society ‘keeping the rhythm in their 
dancing, as in their living’ in an ordered ‘concorde.’ Instead, the 
individual is detached, a whirling bit of paper, or wandering 
in a bramble or a grimpen with no secure foothold, or lying 
awake trying to unweave, unwind, unravel, the tangle of its 
fate. And along with the busy travelling along material ways, 
the inorganic metalled roads, or the helpless unrelatedness of 
anxious insecurity, is the refusal to face any experience of the 
inner life—the torpor, the apathy, the ‘silent funeral’; or what 
in prose Eliot has called ‘the invincible sluggishness of imagina-' 
tion,’ which paralyzes all movement, and repudiates all re¬ 
sponsibility. 

And over against these ways, all leading one way or another 
to death, the poet sets the creative pattern whose centre is 
life and peace; but whose way is never that of peace but always 
a sword. ‘There is only the fight to recover what has been 
lost/And found and lost again and again.’ The parallel with 
the poet and his medium is exact: the achievement, the stillness, 

4 ‘The old religions with their ridiculous—and horrible symbols, are 
not bom out of the blue, but out of this very human soul that lives in 
us at this moment ... At any time they may break in upon us with 
destructive force, in the form of mass-suggestion, for example, against 
which the individual is defenceless. Our frightful Gods have only changed 
their names.’ Jung. Two Essays on Analytical Psychology, p. 223. 
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those moments when the sense of ‘the complete consort dancing 
together’ is felt as a reality; but the way, the actual moving, 
always the struggle: 

With shabby equipment always deteriorating 
In the general mess of imprecision of feeling, 
Undisciplined squads of emotion. 


The revelation of all this to the tribe, to make society and 
the individual share his own consciousness of it, is the poet’s 
aim. And that again is another fight. Eliot has said 5 that it is 
inevitable that the man of letters should always be ‘in a cer¬ 
tain sense in opposition. He should be jealous to preserve the 
tradition of the culture of his people and of Europe: but in so 
doing he must constantly find himself opposed to current 
tendencies and popular values. All great literature is, in one 
aspect, a criticism ... of the society in which the author 
i lives. If he is not to criticize, he must remain silent.’ Eliot’s 
criticism probes very deep. Certainly no poet of any age has 
ever revealed the dilemma and disease of his own times more 
surely. No one except those committed to some aspect of the 
new paganism as a positive creed is likely to disagree with his 
diagnosis of the failure of western civilization in terms of mis¬ 
direction, indirection and inertia. It is Eliot’s insistence in his 
prose works on the acceptance of the letter of Christian dogma 
as the only way of salvation which large numbers of the tribe 
find a difficult medicine to swallow. It does not have to be 
swallowed in his poetry, since the poetry is never polemical 
and propagandist (except in the choruses to The Rock.) The 
II poetry is the affirmation in verse of ‘private experience at its 
'I greatest intensity/Becoming universal.’ It is the progress of an 
individual personality relating itself to its total environment. 
It contains almost as much doubt as belief, and emotional ac- 

• In an unpublished radio address given in October 1944 (Eliot House 
Collection. Harvard). 
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ceptance of it is certainly not confined to churchmen. Since it 
is concerned with symbols, it can be interpreted in any terms 
of human experience acceptable to the reader. Indeed the 
poetry is in some ways a flat contradiction of the prose posi¬ 
tion. In prose Eliot has declared stubbornly that the spirit 
killeth but the letter giveth life: also that the acceptance of 
dogma precedes emotional acceptance of Christian truths and 
that though intellectual conviction may come late it comes 
inevitably ‘without violence to honesty and nature.’ The only 
possible answer to that is that to a very great number of think¬ 
ing people it does not. To these it appears that dogmatic 
Christianity demands the acceptance as facts, of ‘revelation’ 
which, while it may contain symbolically the deepest human 
truth, has been confined to no special period and to no special 
part of the map. Moreover that if a new positive ‘religious’ 
attitude is to be able to combat the new positive paganism, it 
cannot remain frozen and stereotyped in its traditional moulds, 
but must be refreshed and replenished from some new spring 
of symbolic interpretation. 

.^While Eliot the prose writer asserts that heresy is diabolic^ 
and Catholic theology immutable, Eliot the poet provides us 
with just that refreshment and replenishment of symbolic ap¬ 
proach which gives new meaning to old truths and reawakens 
the imagination to new growth. Its centre is Christianity, the 
traditional form of western culture, but a Christianity ac¬ 
cepting its roots in cultures much older than itself, and recog¬ 
nizing itself not only in Dante and St. John of the Cross, but 
in age-old ‘pagan’ symbols of the vitality of water, of fire, of 
earth, and age-old concepts of the communion and relatedness 
of the worlds of sense and of spirit; of the supersession of 
guilt by an understanding of the process of symbolic death 
and rebirth; and of the way of ‘detachment’ and contempla¬ 
tion as a path to the kingdom of God within. All this, and the 
truth that ‘history is a pattern of timeless moments,’ and all 
the explorations into self-surrender and ‘right action’ which 
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have led to that conclusion, provide ‘revelation’ indeed of 
profound realities, but realities whose acceptance does no 
violence to ‘honesty and nature’ and requires no supernatural 
sanctions. Eliot’s prose sayings and his Anglo-Catholicism 
have perhaps blinded critics to the completely catholic, that is, 
universal character of his vision; to how ‘at home’ his conclu¬ 
sions are in any pattern of harmonious living; and how they 
strike home to the common roots of social and personal dis¬ 
order at all times and among all peoples. 

But from the point of view of ‘use to society,’ poetry itself 
can do no more towards translating revelation and insight into 
action than the dream image in the life of the dreamer. Action 
is a matter of the will. But just as the dream image reveals 
the psychic situation in sensuous form and presents it to the 
conscious mind, so does the work of the poet. Jung’s theory is 
that just as the personal dream is a message from the uncon¬ 
scious of the personal need of the individual, so the great artist 
experiences and then creates in his particular art-form those 
archetypes of which his whole age is most in need. 

Being essentially the instrument for his work, he is 
subordinate to it, and we have no reason for expecting 
him to interpret it for us. He has done the best that 
in him lies by giving it form, and he must leave inter¬ 
pretation to others and to the future. A great work of 
art is like a dream ... it does not explain itself and 
is never unequivocal. A dream never says: ‘you ought,’ 
or: ‘This is the truth.’ It presents an image ... To 
grasp its meaning, we must allow it to shape us as it 
once shaped the artist. Then we understand the nature 
of his experience. We see . . . that he has penetrated 
to that matrix of life in which all men are imbedded, 
which imparts a common rhythm to all human existence, 
and allows the human individual to communicate his 
feeling and his striving to mankind as a whole.® 

• ‘Psychology and Literature.’ Modern Man in Search of a Soul, p. 198. 
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Eliot says in East Coker that the poet’s fight today, for 
both his language and his values, is under conditions ‘that 
seem unpropitious.’ There is perhaps another layer of meaning 
to the title of Four Quartets in the sense that the poet’s area of 
resonance nowadays can be only that of chamber-music, and 
his audience correspondingly small. Matthew Arnold declared 
that ‘for the creation of a master-work of literature two ‘powersj 
must concur, the power of the man and the power of the 
moment.’ But this is inexact. The moment may be propitious 
or unpropitious for the artist, but the work of art stands 
secure in its own life not in that of the society in which it is 
produced. Great works of art have been produced as often when 
the artist was in active revolt from his age as when he was 
in harmony with its accepted faith. It is not the creation of the 
work but its acceptance by society which demands the concur¬ 
rence of the man and the moment. For it is true that the com¬ 
munication of the power of the master-work to others rests 
on conditions in society over which the artist has no control 
and which, in his own age or in any other age, may muffle 
his voice and make the complex harmony of his music sound 
like that of ‘the weak pipe and the little drum.’ 

When Eliot began to write, it was inevitable that his poetry 
should be ‘undecipherable’ to the reading public. The speech 
of the tribe had-become impoverished, atrophied, inarticulate. 
Hence the return to some of the sources of its lost life, to the 
language of symbol, the logic of the imagination, made it ap¬ 
pear a stranger, whose unfamiliarity must be repudiated. A 
generation of readers and critics and teachers, and of other 
poets writing in the same language, has done much to re¬ 
awaken consciousness, and to widen the area over which the 
music can be heard. As to the fight for his values, all the poet 
can do in his art is to present them as poetry. ‘The rest is not 
our business.’ Eliot summed up that matter in his comment on 
Yeats: 
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Born into a world in which the doctrine of ‘art for 
art*s"sake’ was generally accepted, and hvmgiwHnto 
one in which art has been asked to be instrumental to 
social purposes, he held firmly to the right view which 
is between these, though not in any way a compromise 
between them, and showed that an artist, by serving 
his art with entire integrity, is at the same time ren¬ 
dering the greatest service he can to his own nation 
and to the whole world. 

That service Eliot’s adopted nation has recognized by the 
highest honour it could bestow, the Order of Merit. This is 
surely as it should be, for Eliot has united himself with his 
nation and its struggles and has given it his love. But in the 
greater realm of art, as he has said, ‘there is no competition/ 
There is only the struggle for integrity, the honest service 
of the whole man towards the mastery of integration; the in¬ 
tegration of life and words, of past and present, of words them¬ 
selves into the new wholeness of a poem. In the only passage in 
which Eliot ‘speaks out’ about the dignity and glory of his 
calling, he transmutes this abstract ‘integration’ into the sense 
world where poetry exists. From the disorder of practical 
living and dying, the flux of being, the many voices, the general 
mess, ‘spring’ the words which renew and transfigure into 
pattern, and which embody the rhythm and order of creation. 

Out of the meaningless practical shapes of all that is 
living or lifeless 

Joined with the artist’s eye, new life, new form, new 
colour. 

Out of the sea of sound the life of music, 

Out of the slimy mud of words, out of the sleet and 
hail of verbal imprecisions, 

Approximate thoughts and feelings, words that have 
taken the place of thoughts and feelings, 

There spring the perfect order of speech, and the 
beauty of incantation. 
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